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For our beautiful granddaughter, Emily Rita Anderson, born 17 June 2009 – perfect in every way and infinitely precious. Baby sister for Georgia and cousin for Sam and Connor. So much prayer went up for you, little one, when we thought we were going to lose you – you really are our beloved miracle baby and cherished more than you will ever know.

 



All praise and thanks to the Lord for His grace and mercy, and thanks to our darling Faye and Roy too, for doing their bit in producing the most adorable and exquisite pair of little girls the world has ever seen. Those genes are pure dynamite!




Love that is constant knows no boundaries,
 It is the dew in the morning and the night’s breeze.
 Its melody can be heard in a child’s laughter,
 Its warmth in a mother’s smile.
 It gives and gives without measure
 And when it is spent, it gives again.
 It sees the worst and the best in the beloved
 And it is not shaken.
 It believes all, endures all, trusts all.
 It is constant; it is love.


 


ANON




Prologue

Sacriston, Durham, 1880

‘Where are you off to, this time of night?’

‘Out.’

‘Aye, I can see that – I’m not stupid. I didn’t think you were going to park your backside in front of the fire wearing your coat and muffler, now did I?’

Vincent McKenzie cast a cold glance at his mother but didn’t reply. He reached for his cap, pulling it over his thick brown hair. He then waited for her voice to come at him again, and as he opened the front door her nasal tones followed him as he had known they would.

‘Well? I’m waiting for an answer, m’lad. Are you off sniffing after a lass? Is that it? ’Cos I won’t have some little baggage back here, so think on. This is my house and I say who comes in and out.’

Knowing his silence would rile her more than any retort, he stepped outside, shutting the cottage door behind him and walking down the garden path to the gate. He’d just opened this when his mother wrenched open the front door and let loose a tirade worthy of any dockside fishwife.

The night was as black as pitch and bitterly cold but to the tall, well-built man striding away from the cottage it wasn’t overly dark. It was the same with any miner. They’d say to anyone who’d listen that you didn’t know what darkness was until you’d been down the pit. That blackness was consuming, a living entity so thick and heavy you felt you could touch it.

But Vincent wasn’t thinking of the pit, nor of his mother. His thoughts were concentrated on the news he’d heard that morning. Hannah had had a baby. His Hannah. His beautiful, pure Hannah had had Stephen Shelton’s bairn. She’d lain with Shelton, let him kiss and fondle her and impregnate her with his seed.

He made a sound deep in his throat that could have come from an animal in pain, the muscles in his face working. Why had she done it? Why had she married Shelton?

It was beginning to rain, icy droplets that carried sleet in the midst of them, but Vincent didn’t feel anything besides the white-hot rage which had burned him up all day as he’d laboured down the pit. It had been bad enough this time last year when she’d married Shelton. Having to stand by and watch her on her wedding day, dressed in white and walking down the aisle to that nowt. That had been betrayal enough. But to bring forth living proof of what they got up to . . . His thin lips curled back from his teeth as though he was smelling something foul.

Hannah had been the one perfect, spotless thing in his life, a being apart. From a bairn he’d adored her, worshipped the ground she walked on, and she’d returned his love. He knew she had, although they’d never spoken of it. He’d made up his mind he was going to ask her to walk out when she turned sixteen, but Shelton had got in first. However, he’d waited for her, knowing she’d come to her senses. What could Shelton offer her, after all? A two-up, two-down terrace in the village, whereas his mam’s cottage—

No, his mind corrected him in the next moment. Not his mam’s cottage. He’d been the man of the house since his da was killed down the mine the very week he himself had gone down  as a lad of thirteen. The cottage was his – he paid the bills and put food on the table. And situated as it was just outside the village and with gardens front and back, it was a cut above the colliery housing typical of that provided by the mine-owners all along the Durham coalfield. His grandfather had built the cottage, brick by brick, and it was comfortable and roomy; three bedrooms upstairs and a separate scullery and kitchen and sitting room downstairs, with a wash-house and privy across the paved yard outside. Aye, most lasses’d give their eye-teeth to live there, even with his mam.

As always when he thought of his mother Vincent channelled his thoughts in a different direction. It was an art he’d perfected long ago as a young boy of seven years old, the first time she had come into his bedroom at night and told him that the things she’d done to him and made him do to her were what every mother and son did.

The cottage was on the edge of Fulforth Wood, and as Vincent came out of the narrow lane into the wider road which led to the colliery village a quarter of a mile away, his eyes scanned the darkness. It was gone eleven and he didn’t expect to run into anyone, but you never could tell. One thing was for sure, he couldn’t afford to be seen for what he’d got in mind. If he met someone he’d have to abandon his plan and try again another night, but he was loath to do that. He didn’t think he could endure another hour of knowing they were playing Happy Families while he was in hell. And it was hell, a hell more real than anything Father Duffy scared everyone with in his fire and brimstone sermons.

When he came to the crossroads where Witton, Durham and Front Streets met Plawsworth Road, he stood looking down Front Street. The lines of housing called Cross Streets in the area to the north was in total darkness, but the inn to the left of the grid of streets showed a light in one of the bedrooms. Moving into deeper shadows, he stood and waited.

The village was growing fast. There was talk of the colliery  owners partly funding a new Catholic school as they had with the Roman Catholic church presently being built at the far end of the village. He and Hannah and the other colliery children had had their lessons in two cottages on Front Street, used as a school on weekdays and a mission chapel on Sundays, but it looked as though that would soon be a thing of the past.

He hadn’t enjoyed his schooldays. His brown eyes narrowed. Living as he did some distance from the village, he’d been the outsider – and the other lads had never let him forget it. It hadn’t helped that his father was known as the village drunk; when his da wasn’t down the pit he could normally be found propping up the bar in the Colliery Inn, and his mother had had to meet his da at the pit gates come pay day and wrestle enough money off him to buy food for the week. Many a night his father had slept in the sawdust and dirt on the inn’s floor; sometimes three or four days had gone by before they saw him. But his da had never missed a shift. He could say that about him.

Vincent flexed his big shoulders, his eyes unseeing as he looked back down the years. When his mother’s night-time visits had become a regular occurrence he’d thought about running away, because even as a little lad he’d known that she was lying and other women didn’t do that to their bairns. But there had been Hannah. Beautiful, golden-haired Hannah, his angel, his undefiled, perfect angel. For such a slender wisp of a thing she’d been like a small virago when she’d defended him from the other bairns’ bullying, even though he’d been inches taller than her – an awkward, lanky lump of a boy who’d known he was dirty, filthy, inside. But she had liked him. She had been his friend.

Or so he’d thought. But it had all been lies. The sound came again from his throat. She was no better than the rest – worse, in fact, because she had made him believe she cared about him and let him dare to dream about a future where he would be like everyone else. That’s all he’d ever wanted, to be like everyone else. But it couldn’t happen now and he was done with pretending.


She had to pay. He breathed deeply, struggling for control. He  had to be thinking calmly when he did this. There could be no mistakes. Clear your mind. Focus, man.


His fingers felt for the can of oil in his deep coat pocket and he straightened as the light in the inn was extinguished. He’d wait another minute or two before making his way to the Cross Streets, just to be sure.

 



‘Leave her, Stephen. You’ll wake her up and she’ll want feeding again.’

Hannah’s voice wasn’t cross, on the contrary it conveyed tenderness as she looked at her husband bent over the cradle at the foot of the bed. She knew that some miners, like Stephen’s brother, Howard, would have been miffed if their first bairn wasn’t a boy, but not her Stephen. All along he’d insisted he wanted a miniature version of herself and it was clear, once Constance was born, that he’d meant it. He was besotted by their daughter. Her mam had said she’d never seen a man so unashamedly thrilled with his child and it was true.

‘She looks like you.’ Stephen Shelton’s voice reflected the wonder he felt as he stared down at his tiny daughter. ‘Our Howard’s little lad looked like a wrinkled prune for weeks, but she’s as bonny as a summer’s day.’

‘You’d better not let your brother hear you call Daniel a wrinkled prune.’ Hannah’s voice carried a gurgle of laughter in its depths. She agreed with her husband; even now, at six months old, his brother’s child couldn’t be called handsome by even his nearest and dearest. And when Stephen still hovered by their daughter’s cradle, she added, ‘Come on, love. Come to bed.’

As he joined her in the iron bed that could hardly be called a double but which had been a good price in one of the second-hand shops in Sunderland, some fourteen or fifteen miles south-east of Sacriston, the bedsprings zinged their protest. Hannah immediately snuggled up to her husband, for in spite of the coal fire burning in the small grate, the room was cold and what warmth the fire gave out was soaked up by the baby’s  cradle directly in front of it. As Stephen put his arms round her, she murmured, ‘Do you think she’s warm enough?’

‘She’s as snug as a bug in a rug.’ Stephen kissed her brow. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Tired.’ It had been a long labour, thirty-six hours from start to finish, and the last few had verged on the unbearable. She hadn’t expected it to be so awful but the midwife had assured her the first was always the worst and the next one would be better. She hadn’t wanted to think about the next one; she still didn’t. Lifting her head to look into Stephen’s face, she smiled. ‘All the pair of us have done today is eat and sleep – your mam and mine have seen to that.’

‘Good.’ He stroked a strand of hair from her forehead, marvelling – as he always did – that this beautiful woman was his. ‘I told them when they arrived this morning that I didn’t want you putting so much as a foot out of this room.’

‘Well, they obeyed your instructions to the letter.’ She had tried to persuade her mother and mother-in-law that she was perfectly capable of going to the privy in the backyard rather than having to use the chamber pot, but they wouldn’t have it. Mind you, when she’d got out of bed to use the pot she’d felt so sick and giddy she’d thought she was going to pass out, so perhaps they were right. ‘I’ve never been so cosseted in me life and Constance only has to squeak and they’re whisking her up.’

‘All the lads wanted to be remembered to you, by the way, and send their best to you and the bab.’ Stephen pulled her closer into him. Constance had been born late on Saturday night and the next day being the Sabbath, Stephen hadn’t gone into work until this morning. ‘All except Vincent McKenzie, that is. Surly devil. I swear he gets more moronic with each passing day. Just stared at me, he did, when the lads were asking about the bab and didn’t say a word.’

‘Vincent’s not moronic, Stephen. You know he isn’t. He was considered bright at school.’

‘Bright or not, he’s got a side to him that’s stranger than a  nine-bob note. You’d know what I mean if you worked a shift or two with him. Never says a word to no one unless it’s the deputy, and he’s all over him. Got his eye on the main chance, sure enough.’

Hannah shifted slightly in his arms but said nothing now. She knew Stephen had a bee in his bonnet about Vincent. It dated back to when they’d been bairns and she’d used to stick up for Vincent when the other lads had a go at him, which was most of the time. But she’d felt sorry for him. She still did. It couldn’t be much of a life for him; his mother like a millstone round his neck and her with a tongue on her like a knife. She’d said as much once to Stephen in the days when they were courting and asked him if he couldn’t be nice to Vincent, make a pal of him, but it had caused such a row between them she hadn’t mentioned it again. Stephen had got it into his head that Vincent liked her in that way and nothing would dissuade him otherwise, even though she knew Vincent thought of her as simply a friend. Probably his only friend, poor thing. Not that she’d seen hide nor hair of him since she’d got married apart from once or twice in the distance, and then he’d made no effort to pass the time of day even though she’d smiled and waved at him.

‘Bob Hutton reckons Vincent’s after being second in line to the deputy when old Walter goes, and that’ll be the day I’ll get meself set on elsewhere. I wouldn’t work for that nowt if I got paid in gold nuggets.’

She wanted to ask him to stop talking about Vincent, but knowing that would provoke an argument, reached up and kissed his stubbly jaw instead. ‘I missed you today,’ she said softly. ‘It was lovely having a day to ourselves with Constance yesterday, wasn’t it?’

Her reward for her tactfulness was his voice coming deep and warm when he murmured, ‘Aye, my idea of heaven, lass. You hear some of the lads talk, ones who’ve been married less time than we have, and it makes me thank me lucky stars for what we have.’

Hannah nodded. Beryl and Molly, her two older sisters, seemed to expect their husbands would disappear on a Saturday afternoon to watch the footy and spend Sunday lunchtime – and more than one evening a week too – at the Colliery Inn with their pals. But Stephen had never been like that. From the first week they’d been married he’d been content to spend all of his time with her.

‘I see more than enough of my mates down the pit, lass,’ he’d stated, when she’d shyly brought the matter up one day. ‘I might have the odd half with them afore I come home now and again, just to be sociable, but I’d rather look at your pretty face than their ugly mugs and I’ve told ’em so.’

Shocked, she’d asked him if they’d been offended and he’d roared with laughter. ‘Any one of ’em would swap places with me like a shot, given half a chance,’ he’d told her. ‘They know it and I know it. I’m a lucky man.’

She knew she was lucky too, she counted her blessings every day. Cosy and snug now Stephen’s body warmth was enveloping her, Hannah knew a moment of pure joy. She had the best husband in the world and God had given them Constance: she couldn’t ask for more. And they’d never had to live with in-laws as so many young couples did. The occupants of Sacriston had doubled in her lifetime, and although the mine owners were constructing more housing, it was a slow business; however, just two weeks before they’d wed last year, old Mr and Mrs Atkinson had gone to live with their married daughter in Sunderland. Mr Atkinson being a close pal of Stephen’s da, he’d tipped him the wink and Stephen had been first in the colliery office. She’d never forget the look on Stephen’s face when he’d come to tell her.

‘Good night, lass.’ Stephen’s voice was slurred with sleep as they lay close, breathing almost the same breath. ‘And I’ll bring the little ’un to you when she wakes up; don’t you go getting out of bed.’

‘’Night, love.’ Oh aye, she was lucky all right. In this tiny  world that was hers, she had everything she wanted. With careful managing they paid the rent each week, and if towards pay day the stew held more dumplings and less scrag ends, Stephen never complained. Not that it’d been like that over the weekend though; her mam had brought a ham-and-egg pie and a basin of sheep’s-head broth, and Stephen’s mam had been determined they didn’t starve too, bless them.

The baby was fast asleep, just the odd little snort or snuffle disturbing the silence, and the glow from the banked-down fire took the edge off the blackness. Hannah’s eyelids closed and she drifted off too, her last conscious thought of her daughter and how long it would be before she woke them for a feed.

 



Vincent knew exactly which house he was making for in the ten rows of terraced streets which made up the Cross Streets and stretched in regimented lines from Front Street. For months on end after Hannah had married Shelton he’d left the cottage in the middle of the night and come to stand across the road from where she lived, hidden in the darkness as he’d stared for hours without moving. Nothing was violent enough or deep enough to describe the hatred he’d felt towards Stephen Shelton, a hatred and rage which had stretched to include Hannah when he’d first heard she was expecting Shelton’s child. He’d prayed with a passion that Shelton would be killed in one of the numerous accidents that occurred weekly down the pit, and that the shock would cause Hannah to miscarry. Only then would he be able to sleep at night. He had pictured it in his mind so often he had been stunned when he’d heard the baby had been born alive and healthy.

The terrace of eight houses was in darkness as he had expected, since there were no street lamps in the Cross Streets. He stood, his hands deep in his pockets and the fingers of his right hand stroking the can of oil as the sleet fell, melting on contact with the ground. He would be best going round the back – it was more feasible a fire would start in the kitchen. His mind was giving him  instructions almost independently and he obeyed it, making his way to the back of the terrace and walking along the dirt lane which bordered the tiny backyards and shared privies, one to each two houses. When he reached Hannah’s backyard he again became still, waiting.

What exactly are you waiting for? his mind asked him derisively. You’ve been waiting long enough, haven’t you? Get on with it.You’ve either got the guts to go through with this or you haven’t.

He’d got the guts. His body jerked as though a puppeteer was pulling the strings. From the day he’d walked away unscathed from the rockfall which had taken his father and six other miners, and told his mother he’d kill her if she ever touched him again, he’d known he could do anything. Twenty-four hours trapped in the bowels of the earth before the rescue team had got them out had taught him a lot. The terror he’d felt in that pitch blackness as he’d waited to die hadn’t been as bad as the numbing fear and shame he’d lived with for six long years. He had vowed then that if he got out alive, she wouldn’t lay another finger on him. It had been a baptism of fire, that first day down the pit, but it had saved him. That was the way he looked at it. The pit – and his mother – had never held the same fear for him again.

He made no sound as he entered the backyard which was shared with the house on the left to Hannah’s, passing the lavatory and the communal tap which was the sole means of water for the residents. His heart thudding fit to burst, he tried the latch on the back door and it opened immediately. No one ever locked their doors in the tight-knit mining community.

He stepped first into a tiny scullery just big enough to hold the tin bath which was hung on the wall by a long wooden peg. On another wall there were more pegs and Stephen’s working clothes hung there with his boots beneath on the stone flags.

There was a step up into the kitchen, and he could see dimly by the glow coming from the banked-down fire in the open black range. In front of the range was a steel fender, three feet  long, and positioned by this was a clothes horse on which various articles were drying. A scrubbed kitchen table with four chairs tucked beneath it, a high-backed wooden chair with faded flock cushions, another much smaller table holding a tin dish for washing dishes and pans, and an enormous clippy mat in front of the range made up the sum total of the furniture, and all the items looked well-worn. There were no cupboards on the bare whitewashed walls, merely four shelves on the wall opposite the range, and these held a conglomeration of crockery and cutlery, along with items of food and other bits and pieces.

Vincent’s lip curled as his gaze swept round the room. And she’d settled for this rather than what he could have given her? In the last few years he’d taken any extra shifts that were going and seen to it that the cottage looked real bonny, but what was the use of that now? All his striving had been for one thing and one thing only – and that was finished with. He wouldn’t have her now if someone paid him to. He couldn’t begin to explain, even to himself, why the birth of the child had affected him the way it had, but something in him – something elemental and primitive – was repelled and enraged by it to the point of madness.

He shook his head as though the action could clear his mind. The night was quiet and still, the only sound was the ticking of the wooden clock on the mantelpiece over the range.

No more hesitating. He fetched the can out of his jacket pocket along with a box of matches. He doused the clippy mat, the flock cushions on the chair and the clothes horse with the oil, before tipping an oil lamp standing in the middle of the kitchen table on its side and letting the oil spread out in a thick flow. Then he lit the first match.

 



Matthew Heath had the stomach-ache. He had been holding his belly and wriggling in pain for over an hour in the bed he shared with his two older brothers. As the cramps intensified, he knew he’d have to pay a visit to the privy in the backyard. He also  knew what the problem was. He had filched a couple of the big cooking apples his mam had left from the sack he and his brothers had brought back home in the summer. The apples were stored on brown paper under the eaves in the roof and were forbidden fruit: his mam had issued dire warnings as to what would befall anyone who had the temerity to pilfer one.

He had worked hard for them apples though, he thought to himself in justification of the crime. Not like his brothers who’d messed about something rotten. Farmer Todd had said he’d done the work of a man that weekend, and he wasn’t one for buttering you up, not Farmer Todd. And yet whenever his mam baked one of her apple pies or crumbles, his brothers got the same portion as him. It wasn’t fair. And so he’d decided to level things up, that was all.

Another cramping pain made him squirm. Stifling a groan, he slid out of bed and fumbled in the darkness for his jumper and trousers laid ready for morning on the back of a chair, pulling them over his undershirt and drawers. It’d be freezing outside. The day had been biting cold and their mam had said she could smell snow in the air and she was never wrong.

Picking up his heavy hobnail boots, Matthew crept silently on to the small square landing separating the brothers’ room from that of their parents. He didn’t want to wake his mam. She had a nose on her like one of his da’s ferrets for smelling things out, did his mam, and even though he’d moved the other apples along to disguise the fact that two were missing, she’d know somehow.

He stopped in the hall to feel for his coat on the row of hooks attached to the wall, but didn’t pause to put it on, such was the urgency in his bowels. It was only when he was sitting on the wooden seat with the hole in the middle that he pulled it on, his teeth chattering.

The power of the fermenting apples in his system ensured it was over half an hour before he left the privy, and his only thought was to get back to the warmth of his bed. He was  frozen, inside and out. But halfway across the yard he paused. There was a light brighter than he’d seen before shining from the house next door where the Sheltons lived. He liked the Sheltons. Mrs Shelton was bonny and Mr Shelton hadn’t told on him when he’d accidentally kicked a can full of pebbles he and some of the other bairns had been having a game of footy with, straight through their kitchen window. Mr Shelton had been mad, but he’d said the fact that he hadn’t run away with the others but had stayed to face the music made them square. Aye, the Sheltons were all right.

It was only when a curl of black smoke dimmed the light for a second that he realised he was seeing leaping flames. He stared transfixed as the kitchen curtains blazed, the material eaten up so quickly he barely had time to blink before they were gone. And then he was galvanised into action. Wrenching open his own back door, he yelled for his parents at the top of his voice before again running into the yard, and as he did so the sash window in the bedroom above the kitchen next door was pushed up. He could hear the sound of coughing and choking, but when Mr Shelton leaned out, he was holding what looked like a tightly wrapped bundle of clothing in his arms.

‘You down there. Can you catch her?’

For a moment he didn’t realise Mr Shelton was intending to throw his bairn out of the window, but when he did he braced himself. ‘Aye, Mr Shelton. It’s me, Matt. I’ll catch her.’

He didn’t have time to think about it. One moment he was under the window and the next he’d fallen to his knees with the impact of seizing the bundle before it hit the ground.

He heard Mr Shelton say, ‘Thank God. Good lad,’ before he turned back into the room moments before smoke billowed from the open window. He sat on the cold flagstones cradling the baby and he thought he heard Mr Shelton coughing and shouting, ‘Wake up, lass. Wake up!’ as his parents and brothers ran out into the yard, along with the neighbours on the Sheltons’ other side, Mr and Mrs Preston.

When his father and Mr Preston tried to enter the house the flames and smoke beat them back, and although his mam was shouting and screaming up to Mr Shelton, he didn’t come to the window again. Nor could Matt hear him coughing any more.

 



The fire was out and he was sitting in his da’s armchair in front of their range when Mrs Shelton’s mam and da arrived. He knew his da had gone to fetch them – they only lived in the next street – and when they came into the kitchen he heard his mam softly say, ‘We can’t get him to let go of the bab, Mabel. He keeps saying he had to catch her.’

When Mrs Shelton’s mam crouched down in front of him he raised his eyes from the baby’s tiny face to look at her, but his arms tightened round the bundle on his lap. He saw that the lady he’d always known as Mrs Gray was crying, although her features were blurred with his own tears. Her voice sounded broken, funny, when she said, ‘You’re a brave lad, Matt. Do you know that? A brave lad. But for you, Constance wouldn’t be here right now.’

Her voice quivered and her husband’s hand pressed her shoulder as he murmured, ‘Hold on, lass, hold on. There’s the bab to think of. She needs you now.’

Matthew saw Mrs Gray swallow hard before she spoke again: ‘I’m Constance’s grandma, hinny. I know you’ve got two nice grandmas, haven’t you, and you like to visit them, no doubt. Well, Constance is coming to stay with me so I can feed her and look after her. You can come and see her whenever you want, would you like that?’

He gulped over the lump blocking his throat. Mr and Mrs Shelton gone, just like that. ‘You look like her.’

‘What’s that, pet?’

‘Mrs Shelton – you look like her.’

‘Aye, well, that’s to be expected. She’s my daughter.’

Mabel Gray’s voice cracked and she made a little sound which caused Ruth Heath to wrinkle up her face in sympathy. She stood looking down at her neighbour kneeling by Matthew,  unable to take in the enormity of what had happened. That lovely young couple, and them only just having had the bairn. And Mabel was right. But for the lad, the bairn would be lying alongside of her mam and da.After all the neighbours had formed a human chain from the tap in the yard and put the fire out with every bucket they had between them, they’d discovered the two rooms upstairs hadn’t been consumed by the fire. Nevertheless, the young lass and her husband had been lifeless when they’d reached them. It’d been the smoke, of course. The lass had still been lying in bed, it didn’t look as if she’d ever woken up, but after Stephen had got the bab out he must have been overcome. Tragedy, it was. Terrible.

When Ruth saw her son pass the baby to Mabel a moment later she expelled a silent sigh of relief. Thank goodness. For a while there, she’d thought the whole thing had turned Matt’s brain, the way he wouldn’t let go of the bairn an’ all.

Mrs Preston had made a pot of tea and now as she silently handed everyone a cup, Ruth took hers with a nod of thanks. The smell of smoke was strong; it’d take days, weeks even, for it to disperse, and the damage next door would take some putting right, but that was nothing compared to the lasting heartache this night had caused. There was no telling what had started the fire. The clothes horse might have been too close to the range maybe, that was easy done, she herself had scorched the odd thing or two over the years, but whatever had caused it the result had been devastating. A babbie robbed of her mam and da and two sets of families grieving.

As though her thoughts had conjured them up, a knock at the back door preceded Stephen’s parents and three younger, unmarried sisters entering the kitchen. The girls were crying and Stephen’s father looked stricken, but such was the expression on Stephen’s mother’s face it brought a rush of tears to Ruth’s eyes.

No one said anything, but as Hannah’s mother made room on the settle where she was sitting rocking the child in her arms, Stephen’s mother sank down beside her, reaching out and stroking  the downy forehead of the sleeping baby with the tip of her finger. The two looked at each other, as one in their pain, and as Ruth wiped the tears from her eyes with the sleeve of her dressing-gown, she thought, At least the bairn will be loved. There’s no doubt about that. But it won’t be the same as having her mam and da, will it, God bless the poor little mite.

 



They had the funeral on the following Sunday so everyone could pay their respects and not lose a shift. The whole village turned out despite the deep snow and ice which had hit the north-east the day after the fire. It being the Sabbath, all the shops were closed and the quietness which pervaded the village on a normal Sunday was more intense, seeming to pulse like a live thing as the men and boys from both families walked the funeral route, surrounded by male friends and neighbours.

Every pair of curtains in the village was closed and the women and children who lined the street were silent as they watched the cart carrying the two coffins make its way to the graveyard north of the Cross Streets. Afterwards, family and close friends gathered at the Grays’ house where Mabel and her two remaining married daughters and Stephen’s mother and sisters had prepared a spread.

Vincent McKenzie had followed the coffins along with his workmates, knowing it would raise eyebrows if he didn’t, but that wasn’t the only reason. He wanted to be near Hannah one last time. The short service was held over the open graves and when the first clods of earth hit the wood and Hannah’s father stood shielding his face with his hands as the tears dripped through his fingers, the man’s grief didn’t move Vincent.

‘This is your fault,’ he wanted to say. ‘You let her walk out with Shelton, you let her marry him. This is your fault – and now see what’s happened.’ But of course he remained silent, standing slightly apart from the other mourners, his stomach churning with the sickness that had been with him for days.

He watched as Matthew Heath was called forward by Hannah’s  father to lay a wreath at the foot of each grave which would eventually be laid on top of the mounds of earth when the grave-diggers had finished their work. His eyes became pinpoints of black light as he stared at the young boy. But for this lad’s interference Stephen Shelton’s brat would be where it should be – six foot under. Instead it was alive, a reminder of Hannah’s duplicity and her union with Shelton.

He was almost the last person to leave the cemetery. The sky had been heavy and low all day and now the snow began to fall in great white flakes.

‘We’re in for another packet.’ One of the grave-diggers passed him as he stood just outside the gates. ‘All this afore Christmas don’t bode well for the New Year. It’ll be a long, hard winter sure enough, you mark my words.’

Vincent didn’t bother to reply. Turning away from the direction of the village, he pulled his muffler more closely round his neck and set out towards the town of Chester Le Street, a few miles north-east of Sacriston. Chester Le Street was situated on the Great North Road and was a thriving and busy town, its vibrant industrial centre bustling with activity on a normal working day. On a Sunday the trains – both passenger expresses and the less glamorous coal trains – were considerably fewer, and the engine – and rope-works and myriad other factories silent.

Not that Vincent was making for the heart of the town. His destination was a particular house set discreetly by itself in a narrow lane on the outskirts of Chester Le Street. Although the market town was only a short distance from Sacriston as the crow flies, most folk in the village only knew it as a place name, never having ventured further than the fields surrounding Sacriston. In the five years since Vincent had been visiting Ma Walton’s whore-house he’d never once come across anyone he knew, although he was always on edge lest that might happen.

He strode swiftly through the white landscape and by the time he reached Blackbird Lane he’d consumed the contents of  the hip-flask he carried in the pocket of his overcoat. He’d drunk a great deal over the last few days; it was the only way he could sleep at night. To fall into bed senseless.

Vincent paused before opening the gate leading to the front door of the house. Every time he left this place he vowed it would be the last, but then his body would begin burning again and he’d return like a dog to its vomit.

He knew the men he worked with looked on him as some kind of oddity. He took off his cap and shook it to dislodge the snow before pulling it on again. He’d never walked out with a lass and they couldn’t understand that; consequently they made up their own theories about him. But he dare bet none of them came near the truth of it – that he’d known it all at the age of seven.

His features moved into what could have passed for a smile unless you were looking into his eyes.

But he didn’t care what they thought. They were all thick-headed nowts, gormless as they come. He was different and he’d show them. He didn’t intend to remain as he was until the day he died. His grandfather had had a bit about him by all accounts and he took after him, not his da. He was going to rise in the world and he’d see his day with this village, the whole jam pack of them. They’d soon be laughing on the other side of their face when they spoke of him.

The door to the house opened and a man stood silhouetted in the light for a moment, adjusting his muffler so it came over the bottom part of his face and his cap pulled down low over his eyes. He walked down the path, passing Vincent without a word and scuttling off in the direction of the town. Vincent watched him go until the thickly falling snow swallowed him up. Then he looked towards the house again.

The man’s sheepish demeanour had bothered him, emphasising as it did the sleazy aspect of what he was about to do. He ground his teeth, his countenance darkening. This wasn’t going to be the pattern for years to come, he was damned if it was.  He wanted his bodily needs sated in the comfort of his own home – that wasn’t too much to ask, was it? Of course there would be his mother to contend with if he brought another woman into the house, unless . . .

He blinked, his eyes opening wider for a moment in surprise at the direction his mind had taken. Unless his mother was no longer around to object.


Suddenly his brain was throwing possibilities at him and he realised this wasn’t such a new idea, after all. It had been there for years, buried in his subconscious but festering like a deep-rooted infection.

He wiped his hand round his face, his mind racing. It would need to look like an accident of some kind, or maybe an illness? A malady that came upon her gradually and then gathered steam. But that was possible. He could do that.

He’d been vaguely aware of a face at one of the windows and now, when the front door opened once more and Ma Walton’s voice came, saying, ‘Don’t stand out there, lad, you’ll catch your death. No need to be shy. Come into the warm,’ he moved obediently forward. His mind flung one more thought on top of the others which settled the matter: he’d never have to look at or hear his mother again if he followed through on this. He’d be free. Free. And it was about time.




PART ONE

 The Die is Cast
 1893




Chapter 1

‘Now listen, me bairn, there’s nowt to cry about. I should’ve told you before but you’re still such a child . . .’

Mabel Gray’s voice faded away as she surveyed her grand-daughter’s tear-stained face. It was a beautiful face and so like Hannah’s there were times it fair hurt her to look on it, but she had to accept the fact that Constance was a bairn no longer. She should have told her about the birds and the bees some time ago, and prepared the girl for the arrival of her monthlies, rather than it being such a shock. Constance had been convinced she was dying when she’d come running to her this morning.

‘It – it happens to everyone?’ Constance rubbed her wet eyes with her handkerchief. ‘Every lass?’

‘Aye, and it’s quite natural, hinny. Now you go and sort yourself out with the pads of cloth I’ve given you and then we’ll have a little chat over a cup of tea before your granda comes in, all right? There’s a good lass.’

Constance nodded doubtfully.When the pains in her stomach had sent her to the privy and she’d seen the blood staining her drawers, she’d thought her end had come, and now here was her grandma treating it as less than nothing. She looked down  at the bleached strips of linen in her hand. Her grandma had said this happened every month from now on and she mustn’t wash her hair or use the tin bath when she was bleeding or she’d catch a chill. Slowly, her feet dragging, she made her way upstairs to her bedroom but after following her grandmother’s instructions she didn’t immediately return to the kitchen. Plonking herself down on the bed, she sat gazing out of the sash window.

The November day was bitterly cold, the thick frost of the night before still coating the frozen world outside the house in white, but although the inside of the glass showed a film of ice and the bedroom was freezing, Constance remained where she was, her small white teeth gnawing at her lower lip.

Her grandma had explained the monthly loss of blood as being necessary for her to develop into a woman, and it was true she turned thirteen soon and was leaving school at Christmas, but what good was all that when Matthew was courting strong with Tilly Johnson? And Tilly was a woman, not a bit lass.

Constance closed her eyes, her arms wrapped round her waist as she swayed back and forth. Matt had had other lasses before Tilly – he was a grown man, after all – but somehow she’d known from the first time she’d seen Tilly in the Heaths’ kitchen that this one was different. Tilly had set her cap at him. That’s what Matt’s mam had said to her grandma when they hadn’t known she was listening, and when her grandma had replied that he didn’t seem to be objecting over much, Matt’s mam had laughed and said it was about time he stopped sowing his wild oats and settled down, and he could do worse than Tilly Johnson.

This thought brought a soft little groan. Tilly Johnson with her big bust and pretty face and job in the post office. How could Matt not fall for her? It wasn’t fair. Oh, why couldn’t she have been born five years earlier? She would have made Matt love her then, but as it was he still treated her like a little bairn. Worse, a little sister.

Her grandmother’s voice brought her from the bed, and when  she entered the kitchen again it was to find a cup of tea and a plate of girdle scones dripping with butter waiting for her. By the time the scones had been eaten Constance’s head was buzzing with the facts of life as related by Mabel. She knew her grandma had found the talk embarrassing, and for that reason she felt she couldn’t ask any questions, even though she still wasn’t sure exactly how the seed from the man was implanted in the woman to make a baby. But she mustn’t let a lad do more than kiss her on the mouth and only then after a respectable courting period. ‘Other’ things, and here her grandma hadn’t been specific, were permissible only after a couple had got wed.

By the time Art Gray came in from his early-morning shift at the pit things were as normal for a Saturday – on the surface at least. Constance helped her grandmother serve up the panackelty they had every Saturday using the chopped leftover scraps of meat from the week, but for once the potatoes rich with flavour from the meat and stock, caramelised onions and deliciously crusty rim to the dish failed to whet her appetite and she had to force the food down. The meal finished, and there being no football due to the weather, her grandfather settled himself in his shabby old armchair in front of the glowing fire with his pipe and baccy, and Constance cleared the table and helped her grandma wash the dishes. That done, the two of them took off their pinnies and tidied themselves prior to visiting the Heaths.

This Saturday routine had been part of Constance’s life from when she could remember. She knew the origins of her grandma’s close friendship with Ruth Heath dated back to the night Matt had rescued her from the fire which had taken her parents, and she’d grown up looking on the Heaths as part of her extended family – and Matt, in particular, as belonging to her. He’d always made a fuss of her, he still did, but now . . . Now there was Tilly.

‘You all right, hinny?’

Her grandma lightly touched her cheek and Constance forced herself to smile. She loved her grandma – since her da’s parents  had been taken with the fever when she was five years old, her grandma and granda were her whole world – but in some corner of her mind she knew her grandmother wouldn’t understand if she confided how she felt about Matt. And rather than have her love for him dismissed as something she would ‘get over’, she’d prefer to keep it a secret. Her grandma thought of her as a bairn, her granda too, they both did, but she knew her love for Matt was a thing apart from age and time. She had always loved him and she would always love him, it was as simple as that. And she would give up or sacrifice anything if she thought she could make him love her like she loved him.

 



Tilly was sitting close to Matt on the long wooden settle which took up all of one wall of the Heaths’ kitchen when Constance reached the house, and this was no accident. Tilly smiled her greeting along with the others but in the jostling around to make room for the newcomers to sit down, she made sure Matt remained close to her. She knew he regarded the Shelton girl as the little sister he’d never had, and that was fine as far as it went. She was acquainted with the facts concerning the night Constance’s parents had died and was aware of Matt’s continuing sense of responsibility towards the girl, and if Constance had been plain with nothing to commend her, it wouldn’t have mattered. But Constance wasn’t plain.

Tilly looked across at her now as Constance answered something Matt’s mother had said, and as had happened more than once, a dart of fear pierced her. Constance was bonny, more than bonny. She was beautiful, and tall for her age. Her skin was the colour of cream and her eyes were a cornflower blue with the thickest lashes she’d ever seen on anyone. She’d heard the lass’s mam had been just as beautiful, with the same wavy golden hair, and that all the lads had liked Hannah Gray.

Tilly’s hands were clasped together in her lap and she began to repeatedly move one thumb over the other in little circles. It was a sure sign she was agitated and, recognising this, she became  still. How could she be jealous of a bairn? she asked herself silently. It was daft, barmy, and she’d die if anyone cottoned on.

She glanced at Matt but he was deep in conversation with his father about an incident at the pit involving the weighman, Vincent McKenzie. No one liked McKenzie. It was his job to assess the tubs of coal sent out of the pit by the miners and he had the authority to downgrade or reject the coal and inflict heavy penalties by means of cruel fines. She’d heard her own da say the weighman was more to be feared than the manager, and that McKenzie was a gaffer’s toady who’d only risen to his exalted position by licking the manager’s boots. Matt was convinced McKenzie had it in for him in particular, although Tilly couldn’t see why. Everyone liked Matt.

At this point in her thinking she became aware that Constance was staring unblinkingly at her; in the same manner she returned the stare and immediately the other girl’s eyes fell away and her skin turned a rosy hue. Constance no more liked her than she liked Constance. The thought was disturbing, strengthening her unease. Instinctively she pressed closer to Matt and as he turned and smiled at her, saying softly, ‘All right, lass?’ she managed to nod and smile back.

She wasn’t going to lose Matt. Her full, somewhat slack mouth tightened. She was eighteen years old and she wanted to be married and respectable. If nothing else it would bring an end to the other thing. She lowered her eyes to her lap, but in her mind she could see the postmaster’s face and it was soft with the expression he kept just for her after their lovemaking. Their affair had been going on for over three years and she knew if anyone got wind of it she would be tarred and feathered and run out of town, him having a wife and three bairns, but where Rupert was concerned she just couldn’t help herself.

Her thumbs started their rotating once more and again she stopped the motion abruptly.

Once she was wed and keeping house for Matt she would be safe. Matt was like his da and the rest of the men hereabouts,  he wouldn’t countenance his wife working outside the home. This thought brought another worry and it wasn’t a new one. What would Matt do on their wedding night when he discovered he wasn’t the first? Or would she be able to fool him? She suspected he’d had his practice before her, he’d said as much, but had always accepted that no meant no where she was concerned. Only last night when he’d tried it on and they’d nearly had a quarrel, he had been full of remorse later, cuddling and petting her and telling her he respected her for her determination to keep herself for her wedding day. He’d go mad if he thought she’d deceived him.

She felt a moment of sharp panic before relaxing and shrugging mentally. She’d cope with that if she had to, she needed to bring him up to scratch first. They’d been walking out for six months now and not a word about the future.

She darted another glance at Constance but the girl was busy slicing up a fruitcake to go with the tea which was brewing. That was another thing that riled her about Constance; she acted as though she was a member of the family rather than just a neighbour, calling Matt’s mam ‘Aunty Ruth’ and taking other such liberties. And she was forever round here; she knew Constance often called in on her way home from school and stayed till Matt got in from the pit. It wasn’t right and someone ought to tell her so, but they wouldn’t. Spoiled rotten, she was.

‘What’s the matter? Are you all right, lass?’

She wasn’t aware Matt had finished his conversation with his father and was watching her, but now as he bent and whispered in her ear, she whispered back, ‘I’ve a bit of a headache and it’s stuffy in here, that’s all.’

He was immediately concerned. ‘Do you want to get a breath of fresh air for a while? We could go for a walk if you like?’

She did like. It would be one in the eye for little Miss Doe-eyes. She got her coat while Matt explained to the others and as they left by the back door she had the satisfaction of seeing Constance staring after them, nipping on her lower lip.

The afternoon died for Constance once Matt had left. She continued to smile and chat with her grandma and Matt’s mam and da, and when Matt’s two older brothers dropped by with their wives and bairns, she took the little ones under her wing and kept them occupied by playing with them and telling them stories. The winter twilight meant Ruth Heath lit the lamps early, and the kitchen took on a cosy glow which disguised its shabbiness and added a touch of charm to the shining black-leaded range and old kitchen table covered with its white Saturday cloth.

Matt didn’t return before they said their goodbyes. Constance dilly-dallied as long as she could but eventually she had to concede defeat and they stepped into the frozen world outside the warmth of the kitchen. The sky was high and ablaze with stars, the light of a pale moon turning the frosty ground to sparkling crystals.

‘By, lass, watch yourself.’ Mabel caught hold of her grand-daughter’s arm as she spoke, nearly having gone headlong. ‘It’s like glass out here. It’ll be a miracle if one or the other of us doesn’t land up on our backside before we get home.’

Carefully they made their way into the back lane, but here the icy ridges and deep hollows were even more treacherous than the Heaths’ backyard. The temperature, which hadn’t risen above freezing all day, had now dropped like a stone once the weak winter sun had set, and it was so cold it took your breath away.

Slipping and sliding and holding on to each other, they advanced along the narrow back way, and they had almost reached the end of the lane when a shadow moved at the side of them, causing Mabel to scream before she checked herself.

‘Sorry, Mrs Gray.’ Matt’s voice was self-conscious, but as he stepped forward he drew Tilly with him and even in the feeble moonlight Constance could see the girl’s cheeks were flushed and her eyes bright. ‘We were just talking.’

‘Aye, and I’m a monkey’s uncle.’ Mabel’s voice was indulgent rather than annoyed. ‘It’s too cold to be lingering out here though, Matt. Get the lass home in the warm.’

‘Will do, Mrs Gray. ’Bye for now.’

Matt grinned at Constance as he turned away with his arm round Tilly’s waist, but Constance’s face remained straight as she watched them walk away. She hated Tilly Johnson, she thought, her throat full. And she might work in the post office and be a cut above most of the lasses hereabouts, but there was something spiteful about her and she wasn’t imagining it.

‘Don’t take on, hinny.’

She hadn’t been aware her grandma knew how she felt, but then as Mabel added, ‘Just ’cos he’s got a steady lass it don’t mean he thinks any the less of you,’ she realised her grandma didn’t really understand. Not the depth of her feeling anyway.

‘I don’t like her.’ Her voice was flat and low as she took her grandmother’s arm. ‘And she doesn’t like me.’

‘Now that’s silly. Why wouldn’t Tilly like you?’

Constance didn’t speak for a moment. Then as they began walking again, she muttered, ‘I don’t know, but she doesn’t.’

‘Now look, me bairn, I know for a fact Ruth’s for the lass and likely something’ll come of her and Matt, so make up your mind to get on with Tilly, if only for Matt’s sake. You can do that, can’t you? He’s a good lad, none better.’

Constance glanced at her grandmother. She wondered what she’d say if she told her she knew she loved Matt in the same way her mother had loved her father. It had been her grandma who’d said that although her mother could have had her pick of any of the lads hereabouts, there had only ever been one she’d had eyes for. ‘Stephen was always the one,’ her grandma had said. ‘Your mam was like that and nothing could have changed her mind.’

And she was like her mother. Constance nodded mentally to the thought. She knew she was. Her grandma thought she was a bairn still and too young to know her mind, but she didn’t think she’d ever been a bairn where her feeling for Matt was concerned.

Her mother would have understood. This train of thought  stirred the deep and futile longing that had always been with her since a little girl. If she could have just talked to her mam once, hugged her, kissed her, she would be content. Her grandma was lovely and she loved her all the world, but her mam . . . Well, she was her mam. And the people who said you couldn’t miss what you’d never had, talked rubbish.

‘Constance?’ Mabel stopped at the end of the lane, her gloved hands reaching for the sweet face that was the image of her daughter’s. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying, hinny?’

Constance looked into her grandma’s faded blue eyes and nodded. She understood only too well. Matt could do no wrong where her grandma was concerned, and if he had chosen Tilly Johnson as his lass then she was to be welcomed with open arms. And the ironic thing was, it was because of her and the great debt her grandparents felt to Matt that this was so. When she had been saved from the fire it had also saved her grandma’s reason, that’s what her granda had told her once when it had been just the two of them. Her grandma had always had a special bond with Hannah, he had confided. It was like that sometimes with one particular child, and she had suffered greatly when Hannah had died. But there’d been her, Hannah’s baby, to care for. And the special bond had been passed down because didn’t her grandma love her more than anything or anyone? her granda had finished, patting her cheek gently. And she must always remember that. She was her grandma’s sun, moon and stars.

Bending forward impulsively, she kissed her grandmother’s lined cheek. ‘I love you, Grandma.’

Mabel flushed with pleasure but her voice was dismissive when she said, ‘Go on with you, what are you after now?’ She had never been a one for expressions of physical affection. She showed her love in keeping a clean and tidy home and providing meals that were good and plentiful as befitted a dutiful wife and mother.

Knowing this, Constance now linked her arm through her grandmother’s, her voice deliberately playful: ‘I’ll be as nice as pie to Tilly, Gran, I promise. How about that? And when she  goes on about all she has to do at the post office as though the rest of us are numbskulls, I’ll listen with bated breath and hang on her every word.’

‘Oh you, our Constance!’ But Mabel was laughing, her world having been put in order again.

Constance, on the other hand, felt hers would never be right again.




Chapter 2

It was the middle of March, and the severe winter which had seen snowfalls as high as the top of hedgerows and three months of relentless blizzards showed no signs of relinquishing its grip on the frozen north. There had been flurries of snow all week and the cold was intense, the sky lying low over the rooftops and causing folk to predict at every opportunity: ‘There’s more on the way, we aren’t out of this yet. This winter’ll be remembered for many a year.’

Matt Heath echoed this sentiment but in his case it had nothing to do with the weather. As he put it to himself, Tilly was driving him fair barmy. One minute she’d be warm and eager in his arms, giving him every signal she wanted him as much as he wanted her, and the next she’d be the outraged virago or worse, in floods of tears, making him feel like an animal.

He knew what she was holding out for, of course. Marriage. She wanted a ring on her finger before she went the whole hog. She’d never actually said so, but he knew. She was a good girl, she’d told him over and over again, and good girls didn’t do ‘that’.

He shuffled forward in the line of miners in the lamp cabin,  waiting to draw their lamp along with the two tokens with the lamp number on. The lamp man would hang one token up in the cabin and the other would be kept by the miner; it was the only sure means of knowing if a miner had completed his shift and was safely above ground again.

‘Cheer up, man, it might never happen.’ His brothers were standing right behind him and now George nudged him in the ribs as he spoke, while Andrew put in, ‘What’s up with you these days, anyway? You’re a right miserable so-an’-so most of the time.’

Matt shrugged. If he told them the truth he knew what their answer would be. Only last week George had asked him when he was going to pop the question, and when he’d replied that it was his business and his alone, his brother had asked him what he was waiting for.

It was a good question. What was he waiting for? Tilly was bonny and bright and she loved him; his family had made it clear they thought he’d done himself proud in catching a lass like Tilly. And he had. He had.

His lamp had already been tested and lit when he got it and he made his way to the cage which would take him into the bowels of the earth, George and Andrew on either side of him. As soon as everyone was in, the gate was slammed shut and the cage descended at breakneck speed before slowing just before it clanged to a stop at the bottom of the shaft. Matt stepped out into the coalface along with the rest of the men. The fact that they were nearly a hundred metres under the ground he did not allow to enter his mind. It was no good dwelling on things like that.

Sacriston was near the centre of, and on the ‘exposed’ section of, the Durham coalfield, where the coal measures were not covered by younger rocks but only the sand, clay and gravel drift deposited by the retreating ice at the end of the last Ice Age. The area had five workable seams of coal, two of which were close to the surface but three much deeper, and it was one of these the brothers worked. The rows of coke ovens alongside  the railway tracks to the left of the village was a reminder that much of the coal produced from the pit was converted into coke at the pithead and sent to the iron and steel furnaces of Teesside, and the bad winter had hit production. Now the railway was operating fairly normally again, overtime was being offered and Matt had taken extra shifts whenever he could. He hadn’t liked being laid off for days on end and it had brought home to him the fact that he’d got nothing saved for the future, no nest egg. He didn’t question in his mind why he was suddenly thinking this way, merely telling himself he had turned twenty-two in the New Year and it was time he stopped frittering the rest of his wage away once he’d given his board to his mam.

He was working the foreshift this week, from six o’clock in the morning until two o’clock in the afternoon, and he’d done an extra shift for the last three days which meant he didn’t get home until half-nine at night. He hadn’t seen Tilly since the weekend and today was Friday and they were supposed to be going to a barn dance in the church hall, so he was hoping to get a kip this afternoon once he’d had his dinner. He was dog tired. He stumbled as he followed George along the tunnel the miners called the ‘roadway’ which got narrower and narrower and the roof lower the further they went, and behind him Andrew said, ‘You were daft doing three extra shifts in a run, man. It’s too easy to make mistakes when you’re knackered.’

Sharply, Matt said, ‘I’m all right, you look after your own.’ He’d read the censure in his brother’s voice and knew it wasn’t merely concern for himself that had prompted the comment. Any slight lapse or negligence by one man doing his allotted task could mean he jeopardised not only his own life but that of his companions.
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