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Chapter 1

Deepdale, Yorkshire, late Spring 1905


Bright sunlight streamed into the warm kitchen and Meg felt her excitement bubbling. She hoped Jacob would be at the Mission today and she looked forward to spending time on her appearance before she went out. She could hardly wait to see him again.


‘My, that was a grand dinner, Meg.’ Her father scraped back his chair and stretched out his legs.


‘Thank you, Father.’ Roast beef and Yorkshire pudding with fresh greens from the garden was his favourite Sunday dinner and she hoped it had put him in a good mood. He wouldn’t be happy when she told him she was going out. She stood up and said, ‘I’ll get on with the washing-up now. Would you like a cup of tea?’


‘We’ll have it later, love. My roly-poly pudding hasn’t gone down yet.’


That meant tea in the middle of the afternoon at half past three and Meg wanted to be at the Mission Hall by then. Meg loved her father. He had been a faithful husband to her late mother and was a good parent to all of his three children, even though her brothers had long since left home. As youngsters, the boys never went short of school uniform or shoes and Father still worked hard at the quarry all week so he always had ‘something for a rainy day’ when they needed it. But, as the only girl and the baby of the family, Meg had found that her brothers’ night-school fees came first. She had grown used to her mother’s gentle excuses when it came to her schooling.


The boys, in turn, had done well to pass their exams and gain positions as shipping clerks for the White Star Line in Liverpool. Father was proud of their achievements and set them up in decent lodgings with a good suit of clothes each. He had, Mother explained, to do the same for each of his sons. It was only fair. As a consequence, Meg’s mother had taken a job at the local textile mill to help out with the housekeeping. Then she had put in a good word for Meg as soon as she was old enough to leave school and they had worked together in the checking room as well as at home. This had made it much harder for Meg when Mother was taken from them a couple of years ago. But Meg had been strong for all of them and kept the household going during those dark days. She had been seventeen at the time. Mother’s loss had been a great shock to all of them but especially to her father and Meg worked hard to run things exactly as Mother had for him.


Father was wedded to his routine. Meg thought she had done the right thing by trying not to change any of it when Mother died. But she had noticed lately that he was becoming more set in his ways and dependent on her and she began to worry that she might grow old as a spinster daughter looking after her ageing father. She was already nineteen. Her friend Sally, who was the same age, was engaged to be married.


Meg cleared the table and washed up in the scullery while Father enjoyed a pipe of tobacco in his easy chair by the kitchen fire. The casement clock in the hall chimed. She dried her hands and said, ‘Well, that’s all done for today. I said I’d meet Sally to help out at the Mission Hall this afternoon.’


‘Don’t you want to give me a hand in the garden?’ Father sounded hurt. ‘Your mother used like sowing seeds on a sunny day.’


I’m not Mother, Meg answered silently. She felt disloyal because she knew how much he had loved her mother. She had loved her just the same and, even two years after her loss, whenever she thought about her a tear threatened. Meg made an effort to pull herself together. Why don’t I tell him about Jacob? she thought. She knew the answer. Because there’s nothing to say yet, and there never will be if I can’t get out and meet him on a Sunday.


‘Isn’t Sally walking out with a young man?’ Father queried.


‘She is. Robert’s a clerk in the municipal offices.’


Father nodded with approval. ‘She’s done well for herself.’


Meg cheered up at this comment. At least Father would approve of Jacob. He’d been at the grammar school with Robert and now he worked in a lawyer’s office in Leeds. But in the summer he came out to this part of the Dales on the railway train every Sunday, even when it rained.


‘They won’t want you tagging along, will they?’ Father added.


‘Robert will be cycling with the Clarion Club until teatime.’ So will Jacob, she thought and dreamed for a moment about seeing his smiling tanned face and bright blue eyes later in the day.


‘There’ll be a Clarion Club in every town soon,’ Father commented.


‘Well, so many folk have bicycles nowadays. Sally and I have been asked to help with the teas at the Mission Hall. They’re busy on a Sunday afternoon now the days are longer.’


‘Haven’t you enough to do here, after a week at the mill?’


More than enough, Meg thought. She never grumbled as a rule. Sally had been taken on at the mill at the same time as her, straight after they’d left school. They had to work long hours but the money was good and sometimes they got best-quality cloth cheaper than from the market because the loom had produced a flaw in the bolt and it couldn’t be sold to a warehouse. Meg made most of her own clothes and was looking forward to wearing her new blouse this afternoon.


‘We are raising money for the chapel roof,’ she explained. He couldn’t argue with that, she thought.


But he sounded disgruntled. ‘I see. What time will you be back?’


Meg’s heart sank. She decided to stand her ground. Father would have to get his own tea today. ‘I don’t know. We might go for a walk by the river afterwards.’ With Robert and Jacob, she added silently.


Father made a grunting noise in his throat and Meg hoped he wasn’t going to be difficult. She stifled her mounting impatience and went on, ‘I’ve made your favourite lemon-curd tarts. I’ll leave them on the kitchen table under a teacloth. There’s a full kettle on the range and I’ve put the tea in the pot ready for you.’


‘You’ve made up your mind then.’


‘Don’t be like that, Father. I don’t go out in the week. By the time I’ve walked home from the mill, cooked a meal and tidied round, it’s too late to do anything else.’ Not that there was anywhere exciting to go in their small market town, Meg thought. Her life revolved around working at the mill and looking after Father.


Nonetheless, she felt guilty. Father was lonely without Mother and he suffered more on a Sunday because it had been their family day together for over thirty years. He saw no reason to change the habits of a lifetime, and neither had Meg until Jacob came along.


‘It’ll be Sunday afternoon on my own again,’ he muttered.


Meg didn’t know what to say to cheer him. She stood up before she weakened. ‘I’ll just go and get changed then and I’ll be off.’


She put on her Sunday-best skirt in a lovely maroon colour and shoes with heels, and then piled her long fair hair up under a jaunty little hat adorned with a maroon ribbon, sticking it firmly in place with a couple of her mother’s hatpins. She had wanted to look like a Gibson Girl since she had seen a sketch and article in a journal. It was a popular fashion with all the young women at the mill. Meg had spent her evenings making an intricate white blouse with a high neck, a pleated tailored bodice and full sleeves with deep fitted cuffs. Satisfied with her appearance she went down to the kitchen, picked up a tin box tied with string and called cheerio to her father in the back garden. He didn’t reply.


Sally was waiting for her outside the Mission Hall. Until now, Meg had not been to the Mission Hall as regularly as this since before she started work. When she was little, her parents used to take her and her brothers every Sunday afternoon for an hour’s Sunday school. Father believed strongly in education and was proud that neither of his boys would be a quarryman like he was. Now, her eldest brother, Charley, was married and had gone to work in the Canadian office of the White Star Line. Albert, her other brother had talked of a new India office in his last letter. It suddenly occurred to Meg that Father was not only missing her mother, but also his sons. Another pang of guilt at leaving him on his own tugged at her heart.


Sally wore a Gibson Girl blouse too, but her skirt was dark blue. ‘The hall isn’t open yet. What’s in the tin?’ she asked.


‘I made a few tarts for Robert and – and Jacob, if he’s here.’ He’d said he would be but, even so, Meg was nervous and her stomach was churning.


‘Oh, he will be. Robert says he’s quite taken by you.’


‘Really?’ Meg felt a thrill of anticipation run down her back. Jacob belonged to a different Clarion Club from Robert, but this little market town in the heart of the Yorkshire Dales was popular with cyclists escaping grimy towns and cities in search of fresh air. In summer, the early train from Leeds was packed and the guard’s van full of bicycles.


‘I saw a notice in the post office about setting up a Clarion Club for girls,’ Meg commented. ‘Are you interested?’


‘Not really. I was going to tell you later. I’ll be moving to Leeds. Robert’s landed a job with the Corporation and found us a house to rent so we are definitely getting married this summer.’


‘Oh, how exciting! You are lucky.’ Meg was really pleased for Sally and Robert. But she would miss her friend at the mill. First her family and now her friends were moving away.


‘You should join, though,’ Sally suggested.


‘I haven’t got a bicycle.’


‘I’m sure you can find one languishing in somebody’s wash house.’


Meg warmed to the idea. ‘And I can easily run up a divided skirt with that wool worsted from the market.’


‘Like Mrs Dawson,’ Sally giggled, ‘pedalling along the High Street.’


‘Ssshh, she’ll be here in a minute.’ Meg looked around for the lady in charge of teas at the Mission Hall on Sundays and commented, ‘She’s late with the key this week.’


Sally wandered away, scanning the fells basking in hazy sunshine for a sign of the cyclists on their way back. Meg lapsed into thought and wondered what her father would think. Lady bicyclists were considered, at best, to have independent ideas or, at worst, to be radicals or suffragists. But a bicycle would be really useful to her. She could get home from the mill quickly and be able to carry home end-of-the-day bargains from the market. She wondered how much she would have to pay for one. She caught up with Sally and said, ‘I think I might see if I can find a second-hand bicycle. Will you ask around for me?’


‘Robert might know somebody.’


‘Where have they gone today?’


‘Swallowdale.’


‘Oh, not too far, then. Here’s Mrs Dawson at last. She’s pushing her bicycle; she must have a flat tyre.’


A group of Mrs Dawson’s Mission ladies had gathered and waited patiently while she wheeled her bicycle and its heavily laden handlebar basket around the back. She stowed it safely in the scullery before returning to open the front entrance. Mrs Dawson was limping, Meg realised as she followed the last of the ladies into the hall and placed her tin box on the floor by the small stage. She and Sally set to work arranging trestle tables and wooden benches in long rows ready for the ramblers and cyclists. It was hard work so the older ladies were glad of their help. Besides, Mrs Dawson wouldn’t let ‘young girls’ near the food and drink preparation. Meg heard her giving orders to her helpers. One of the older ladies came over with cleaning cloths to wipe down the tables.


‘It’s not like Mrs Dawson to be late,’ Meg commented.


‘She’s got a bad knee,’ the lady said. ‘She had to push her bicycle all the way here. The doctor says she’s got to ease up a bit.’


‘Do you mean she will give up her Mission work?’ Meg had thought that Mrs Dawson was a permanent fixture on the ladies’ committee.


‘It’s time somebody else had a chance to run things.’ The lady’s tone was critical. ‘We felt sorry for her. She came back home as a widow to look after her ailing sister. When the sister passed away she had empty days to fill so we invited her on to the committee and now she’s taken over. We were glad to have her at first, but you can have too much of a good thing.’


‘I suppose she’s lonely,’ Meg said. ‘Where are her children?’


‘She doesn’t have any.’


‘Oh, that’s a shame.’


Mrs Dawson had taken up her position at a small table by the door to take the money when walkers and cyclists clattered in, hungry and thirsty from their outing. Her selected servers stood behind a wooden counter making up the enamel plates of potted-meat sandwiches, buttered scone and fairy cake or jam tart, baked at home by Mrs Dawson and her chosen helpers.


When the hall was ready, Sally went outside to look for Robert. Meg followed her to the door and asked, ‘What shall I do next, Mrs Dawson?’


‘Go and help with the copper in the back. If the water’s ready you can fill the teapots.’ She stared at her for a moment before adding, ‘You don’t want to be spoiling that nice blouse. You’ll find a clean pinny in my bicycle basket.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Dawson.’


The big enamelled teapots were so heavy when full of water that they had extra handles above the spout for lifting. Meg put coal on the fire underneath the copper and added more water from the pump at the sink. Then she took off her apron and went to stand with the other ladies behind the counter in the hall.


She scanned the benches for Jacob. Sure enough, he was sitting with Robert, enjoying his tea. He noticed her and waved. Meg’s heart somersaulted and she waved back. Sally sidled up beside her and murmured, ‘He’s here, then.’ Meg felt a tingle of pleasure run down her spine. She remembered their first meeting outside this very hall.


Robert had introduced Jacob to his fiancée and her friend and Meg was immediately attracted to Jacob. They had chatted about the villages he’d cycled through, which Meg knew well. Jacob was handsome and sociable with dark hair and bright blue eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled. He had told her that he had a position in a legal office but that was all she knew about him, except that she’d taken an instant liking to him. He’d said how much he loved Deepdale and they had discussed whether the railway was a good thing or not for the Dales.


Mrs Dawson distracted Meg from her dreaming as she arrived at the counter with her cash box ready to take money from those who were hungry enough for a second round of tea. Jacob rose to his feet and came over. He handed payment for two more teas to Mrs Dawson and scanned the remaining plates. ‘Any more with lemon-curd tarts?’ he asked.


‘Lemon-curd tarts?’ Mrs Dawson queried. She appeared to be offended. ‘I didn’t ask for lemon-curd tarts. We don’t do them as a rule.’


‘Oh!’ Meg exclaimed. ‘I left them in a tin…’ She looked around quickly for her tin, which she spied under the counter, opened and empty. ‘Oh,’ she repeated, ‘they were mine, Mrs Dawson. I made them for my father’s tea and – and – I brought some with me.’ She looked at Sally, who had put her hand over her mouth to stifle her giggles.


Jacob smiled at the row of ladies in front of him and went on, ‘They were very good. We both said so. May we have them again next week?’


‘We’ll see,’ Mrs Dawson replied, handing him two plates with sandwiches, scone and a jam tart.


‘I’ll bring your mugs of tea over,’ Sally volunteered, and went to talk to Robert.


‘The lemon-curd tarts did look very nice,’ one of the Mission ladies commented.


‘I made the lemon curd myself,’ Meg added.


‘I suppose you want paying for them?’ Mrs Dawson answered.


‘Well, no, not really, they were for…’ She stopped.


‘You have to be paid for the ingredients now they’ve been sold,’ Mrs Dawson stated. ‘How many did you bring?’


‘A dozen.’ Jacob was in lodgings and she’d thought he might take them on the train back to Leeds.


Mrs Dawson opened her cash box and began to count out coppers.


‘No, honestly, Mrs Dawson, I don’t want paying for them.’


‘The Mission always pays it way.’


‘Well – er – well…’ Meg’s mind was racing. ‘Actually you could do me a favour instead.’


‘What kind of favour?’ Mrs Dawson sounded defensive.


Meg looked at her expectant face. ‘I’m looking for a second-hand bicycle. Do you know anybody with one for sale?’


‘For you?’ Mrs Dawson asked.


‘Yes. We might be having a girls’ cycling club here.’


‘Indeed?’ Mrs Dawson appeared to approve. ‘I’m thinking of selling mine. The doctor says I have to get rid of it.’


‘Can I have a look at it, Mrs Dawson?’


‘It’s worth more than a dozen lemon-curd tarts, my girl.’


‘Oh yes, of course. I didn’t mean—’ Meg began.


‘You’ll have to wait until I’ve had my committee meeting after we’ve done. Go for a walk or something.’


Oh dear, she would be late home and Father would be wondering where she was. But she wanted a bicycle. ‘All right, Mrs Dawson,’ she replied and went over to join her friends.


Later, Jacob suggested that he and Meg take a different path from Sally and Robert. He leaned his bicycle against a stone wall and turned his face to the sun. ‘You’re lucky to live in these parts.’


‘There’s not much work though,’ Meg commented.


‘I know, but I wish I still lived here.’


‘Are you from round here, then?’


‘My father is gamekeeper up on Ferndale Moor. I used to help him in my school holidays.’


‘Weren’t you at the grammar school with Robert? Ferndale is a long way from the grammar school.’


He smiled at her – she adored his smile – and continued, ‘I had lodgings in the week. I’d won a scholarship, you see.’


‘Good for you.’ Meg had inherited her father’s admiration for learning. ‘They said that I could have gone on to the girl’s high school if I wanted.’


‘Didn’t you want to?’


‘I did actually,’ she said. She remembered her excitement when the headmaster had asked to speak with her father and her disappointment when Mother explained that it would cost too much money. She had accepted Father’s decision at the time but now she experienced an unusual sense of frustration that she was stuck in this town working at the mill for ever. She added, ‘But I have two brothers and they came first.’


‘That’s a pity.’


Yes it is, she thought, and liked him for saying so. She said, ‘Well, if I had gone to the high school I wouldn’t have met Sally in the mill,’ and smiled.


‘Or me,’ he added seriously.


That cheered her and she thought again how much she liked Jacob. ‘I have to go back to the hall before Mrs Dawson locks up,’ she said. ‘She might be selling her bicycle and I want one.’


‘Is that so? Which model is it?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Well, how much does she want for it?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You’d better let me take a look at it for you.’


‘Would you?’


‘Of course I would. Although I reckon Mrs Dawson will have bought the best, don’t you?’


‘Probably,’ she agreed with a grin.


‘Come on then, let’s go back.’ Jacob pushed his bicycle with one hand and offered Meg his free arm. She linked hers with his and it felt comfortable.


But Meg stopped suddenly when they approached the Mission Hall as she recognised a familiar figure talking to a couple of the Mission ladies’ husbands. They were waiting for the committee meeting to finish.


‘Oh dear,’ Meg muttered with a sinking heart. Surely he could have spent his Sunday afternoon without her? She hoped he wasn’t going to make a fuss just as she and Jacob were getting on so well. ‘My father’s here,’ she said.




Chapter 2


‘Really? Where?’ Jacob’s alert eyes followed Meg’s gaze.


‘Over there with the others.’ Reluctantly she unhooked her arm from Jacob’s and said, ‘Wait here.’


‘Why? I should like to meet him.’


‘He doesn’t know about you yet.’


‘Don’t you think he ought to, then?’


Jacob looked hurt so she rushed on: ‘I don’t want to upset him. Oh, I’m sure he’ll take to you but it’s just that he – he depends on me so much since Mother died and he misses her. He doesn’t want me going out on a Sunday. He’s lonely, you see.’


Jacob didn’t look pleased with her little speech but he appeared to accept it and said, ‘I’ll wait here for you.’


Meg gave him a grateful smile. She didn’t want her father to blame Jacob in any way for keeping her out. It was very important to her that Father approved of him. ‘I’ll see what he wants,’ she said and quickened her step. It wasn’t that she didn’t wish Father to meet him. It’s just that she would like to prepare him first. But there was no sense in avoiding it now, because everyone at the Mission Hall had seen her with Jacob so she had to tell Father about him before anybody else did.


‘Hello, Father.’


Her father turned round. ‘I thought something had happened to you.’


‘Is everything all right?’


‘The house is so empty without you. I wondered where you were.’


Meg suppressed a sigh and raised a smile. ‘I’m on my way home now. I was just waiting to have a word with Mrs Dawson. She’s the lady in charge.’ Meg looked around for her and saw Jacob approaching slowly. He stopped a few yards away, caught her eye and began to examine his bicycle chain.


One or two ladies wandered out of the hall, called cheerio and left. The next one headed straight for her husband and said, ‘Mrs Dawson’s giving up the chair at last.’ They linked arms and walked off with their heads together.


‘Where is this Mrs Dawson, then?’ Father asked.


‘She’ll be locking up. She wants to sell her bicycle and I was thinking of buying it.’


‘What do you want a bicycle for?’


‘Well, for—’ Meg stopped as Mrs Dawson came round the corner of the hall with her bicycle. ‘Here she is now.’


Father frowned in the sunlight. ‘Who did you say she was?’


‘Mrs Dawson.’


‘I know that face.’ Father gazed at Mrs Dawson. ‘She’s Edith Braithwaite that was. Bossy Braithwaite we used to call her. What’s she doing here?’


‘She’s in charge of the ladies’ committee.’


‘Aye, that sounds like her, right enough. Come on, Meg lass, let’s be off before she sees you.’ Father took hold of her arm and propelled her forward.


‘Oh, but I’ve been waiting to have a look at her bicycle,’ Meg protested.


‘You don’t want a bicycle.’


Yes I do, she thought, so I can get home much quicker from the mill to put your tea on.


‘Look sharp, lass.’ Father twisted his head to look back as he propelled her forwards. ‘She’s talking to that big lad who was hanging about. Bicycles are for lads anyway.’


‘It’s a girls’ bicycle,’ Meg commented, turning to look for herself. They were out of earshot but, short of calling out to Jacob and making a show of herself, Meg felt helpless. The last thing she wanted was a scene outside the Mission Hall giving the wrong impression of Jacob to her father.


‘What happened to Sally?’ Father asked.


‘She and Robert went home.’


‘So why didn’t you?’


‘I told you! I wanted a closer look at Mrs Dawson’s bicycle.’


‘I’ll not have you hanging about places like this on your own. Folk’ll get the wrong idea and you never know what types have come out for the day from Leeds.’


‘Mrs Dawson used to live in Leeds,’ Meg said pointedly.


‘Don’t get cheeky with me,’ he replied. ‘You know what I mean.’


Yes she did, and whilst she appreciated that her father cared for her welfare, she felt stifled by his presence. She was nineteen, not nine, and quite capable of taking care of herself. She walked on patiently working out that if she settled Father at home with a cup of tea she could hurry down to the railway station and see Jacob before he went back to Leeds. ‘How do you know Mrs Dawson?’ she asked.


‘We went to the same school when we were nippers, same as everybody else around here.’


‘Is that all?’


Father’s boots crunched on the dry stony ground as he quickened his step. ‘I’m parched. Let’s get home and put the kettle on.’


Meg knew better than to press him further. She’d find out why he was reluctant to answer some other time. Her concern at the moment was to get to the station before Jacob’s train left. Twenty minutes later, she poured Father a second cup of tea and said, ‘I’m just going to run down to the railway station to see if Sally is seeing Robert off.’


‘Doesn’t he bicycle home?’


‘It’s twelve miles, Father, and the Leeds train stops at his station.’


‘Don’t be long.’


‘Oh, I might go back to Sally’s after and say hello to her mother.’


‘What time’s supper then?’


‘Will half past seven be all right?’


‘Aye, I’ll do a bit more in the garden.’


Meg heaved a sigh of relief. Everything was back to normal for Father so he was contented. She went upstairs to tidy her appearance and dab on some scent.


Jacob was waiting for her at the top of Station Hill and she ran to meet him. ‘How did you know I’d get away?’


‘I didn’t. I just hoped but I would have waited until I heard the train whistle at the junction.’


‘I’m sorry about my father. He worries about me when I’m out on my own. Thanks for coping with Mrs Dawson for me.’


‘It’s a good bicycle and it’s worth what she wants for it. I asked her to give you first refusal.’


‘Oh, did you? Thank you, Jacob.’ His broad smile melted her heart and she so much wanted to kiss him that it hurt.


‘I can lend you the money if you like,’ he added.


‘There’s no need for that. I’m well paid at the mill and there is very little to spend it on in Deepdale.’


He put his head on one side and gazed at her. Then he took her arm gently and drew her into the shade of yew hedge. ‘May we say goodbye here? The platform will be crowded today.’


A thrill of anticipation ran through Meg. Did he want to kiss her? She hoped so.


‘I won’t be with the Clarions next Sunday,’ he said. ‘I am overdue a visit to see my parents.’


Meg’s disappointment must have shown on her face because he went on quickly, ‘I can cycle up to Ferndale from here so I’ll be on the early train as usual.’ He looked tense, she thought.


‘Shall I meet you when you arrive?’ she asked.


His face relaxed a little. ‘Please. And will you tell your father about me? I really like being with you, Meg, and I want to talk to my parents about you.’


‘We haven’t known each other very long,’ Meg cautioned.


‘I don’t need any longer to know that you’re the girl for me.’


‘Oh.’ Her heart turned over. She had hardly dared hope that his interest in her might be so deep. ‘I feel the same about you. I haven’t met anyone like you before.’


His smile returned and he let out a light sigh. ‘I thought so. We’re meant to be together. I shall ask my mother to invite you for tea at Ferndale.’


‘I should like that.’ She thought of how she would break her good news to Father and added, ‘We don’t need to rush things though, do we?’


‘Well, no, but I may be moved on from the Leeds office later this year.’


Meg’s eyes rounded. She was unsure of what to think except that this did seem to be rushing things. ‘What do you mean? Where will you go?’


‘Oh heck, I wasn’t going to say anything until I had spoken with my parents about it. It’s not certain yet but it’s an opportunity for me to get on and I want you to be part of it. I love you, Meg.’


His beautiful blue eyes penetrated hers with a longing that she realised matched her own.


‘Jacob, I love you too. You are everything I have ever wished for in a man.’


He glanced around. ‘No one’s about,’ he said. ‘May I kiss you?’


He didn’t wait for an answer and Meg’s knees were in danger of buckling underneath her as he lifted her chin and covered her mouth with his. The fluttering inside her made her legs tremble until she felt his arms encircle her body and hold her close. He had kissed her before, on the station platform amongst a chattering public clamouring with bicycles and haversacks. This was different. This was a deep and passionate capture of her mouth and mind. She was so close to Jacob’s body, so aware of his strength and resilience. Her hands explored the breadth of his shoulders and narrowness of his waist. He pressed her soft and pliant form against his so that she was in no doubt that she aroused his masculine need. Thrilled and frightened at the same time, she knew what this meant and was relieved they were in a public place for she realised that she could never refuse him. She loved him and she wanted him to love her in return.


He was breathing deeply and tracing the shape of her back and waist. His hands found the curve of her breasts and she groaned. He released her suddenly and stepped away. His eyes had darkened and there was a flush on his cheeks. Meg’s face burned so she guessed she looked the same. ‘You want me as much as I want you,’ he murmured.


Meg couldn’t speak. She nodded her head, wide-eyed and breathless.


He grasped her again, holding her head against his chest and nuzzled her hair. ‘How shall I wait until next week before I see you again? My parents must know how much I love you. I shall insist that I take you with me when I visit next month.’


Meg wished she could quell the thumping of her heart and find her voice. She heard the steam whistle of the train as it approached the old turnpike crossing. And then the distant rattle of metal wheels on metal tracks. Only a few more moments of bliss!


He bent forward and gave her another briefer kiss. ‘I hate saying goodbye to you. It is such a long time before I can see you again.’


A cold hand clutched at Meg’s heart. ‘W-why is that?’


‘It’s a whole week until next Sunday. I wish you lived in Leeds.’


‘So do I,’ she replied, but it might as well have been Canada for any hopes that she harboured.


‘Goodbye, my beautiful Meg, until next week.’


‘Next week,’ she croaked at last and watched him wheel away his bicycle and mount it for the last hundred yards to the station. It was several minutes before she felt recovered enough to walk back to prepare her father’s Sunday supper.


The following week Meg tried, several times, to find the right moment to tell her father about Jacob. But he worked long hours at the quarry and if he was in a talkative mood after eating he took himself off to the local inn for a glass or two of beer. On Saturday, the quarry shut early at one o’clock and Father came home for dinner calling in at his favourite shops on the way for a few weekend treats. Meg finished at the same time at the mill and she had continued her mother’s practice of calling at the fish fryer in town and buying battered cod and chips for dinner. As she hurried home with her hot newspaper parcel she rehearsed what she would say about Jacob.


When they had eaten, her father sat back with the remains of a glass of bottled beer and said, ‘I called in at the butcher as usual. You’ll find a piece of belly pork in the meat safe for tomorrow.’


‘That’s nice. What have we from the garden to go with it?’


‘I’ll have a look in a minute. You’re not going to the Mission again tomorrow, are you?’


Well, Jacob wouldn’t be there, but she could still give Mrs Dawson a helping hand with the teas and make her an offer for her bicycle. However, there was a mild pleading in Father’s tone that made her hesitate and she replied, ‘Not if you don’t want me to.’


‘You want to watch that Edith Braithwaite, she’ll have you doing all sorts for her if you’re not careful.’


‘Mrs Dawson, you mean? I don’t mind when it’s for a good cause. Mother taught me how to stand up for myself.’


‘Aye, your mother had her head screwed on all right, especially with the likes of Edith Braithwaite.’


‘Did Mother know her?’


‘We were all the same age.’


‘Mrs Dawson didn’t work at the mill, did she?’


‘Not her. She got a bit above herself and went off to Leeds to work in one of them big shops. You wouldn’t do that to me, would you, Meg love?’


Meg didn’t know how to reply as several scenarios that might involve her moving to Leeds tumbled through her head.


Luckily for her, Father had more to say and went on, ‘D’you know, I never thought I’d get over losing your mother like that. And I don’t think I ever would have done without you, Meg love. What with the boys doing so well and moving away, I’ve only got you now.’


Meg gave him a nervous smile and wished he hadn’t brought up her mother’s death. ‘I miss her too, Father,’ she said.


‘You’ve got me, haven’t you? We’ve got each other. That’s what families are all about, aren’t they: being there for each other?’


‘Yes, Father,’ she agreed and realised that with Father in this mood she would have to wait until another time to tell him about Jacob. And, Meg admitted, there was some truth in what he had said about Edith Dawson. She added, ‘I won’t go to the Mission tomorrow. I can help you in the garden instead.’


Father beamed at her fondly and finished his glass of beer. ‘That’ll be grand. You’re a good lass to me, Meg love. Your mother always said you would be. Even when she was taken right badly she told me I hadn’t to worry. She told me that you’d always be here for me.’


Meg remembered how her mother had fretted when she was too poorly to look after the house. It was all a blur now because Meg’s overriding memory was one of distress that she was going to lose her darling mother. Towards the end, the mill gave her time off to nurse her mother and neighbours rallied round to help. Even then Mother’s main concern was that Father’s dinner would be on the table when he came in from the quarry, and that his shirt collars were pressed and his shoes polished. He’s a foreman now, Meg, and he has a standard to keep up, her mother had said.


‘Don’t fret yourself, Mother,’ Meg had assured her, ‘I’ll look after him.’


He’ll be lost without me. Promise you’ll look after him, Meg. Promise me.


‘Of course I promise you,’ Meg had replied. It had not occurred to her at the time that this meant for ever, as long as Father was alive. But what else could it mean? Who else was there to look after him? She was his only daughter and it was her duty. She had given her promise and her dying mother had expected her keep it.


But that was before she knew Jacob and when she met him from the early train the following day, his first anxious question after he had kissed her was, ‘Did you tell him?’


‘I’ll do it today,’ she replied.


He smiled and placed his arm around her shoulders, giving them a gentle squeeze as he pushed his bicycle up Station Hill.


‘Which train are you catching tonight?’


‘Oh, it’ll be the usual one. I don’t want to be too late back to my lodgings.’


‘You’ll be spending more time on your bicycle than with your parents.’


‘My father is meeting me with a horse on the edge of the Ferndale estate. It’ll be better suited for crossing the moor. Can you ride a horse?’


‘I’ve never tried. I don’t know if I can ride a bicycle yet either,’ Meg laughed.


‘Well, make an offer for Mrs Dawson’s soon or you’ll never know.’ He kissed her lightly, checked a few things on his bicycle and placed one foot on a pedal. ‘Will I see you tonight?’


‘I’ll wait for you by the yew hedge.’


‘That’ll spur me on.’ He leaned towards her, kissed her again and pushed off, heading towards the old packhorse route to Ferndale.


She watched him until he was obscured from view by the crowd of ramblers and bicyclists streaming away from the railway station. Then she took a short deep breath and walked home with a firm purpose in her mind. I’ll tell Father at teatime, she thought, after a couple of hours in the garden when he’s sitting down with a pot of tea and my own scones freshly baked this morning. She’d tell him why she was going to the station and leave him to ponder as she went to meet Jacob.


The garden needed both of them, Meg thought as she and Father tackled weeds between the vegetable rows. She sat on her heels and wiped her brow with the back of her hand. The sun was already sinking in the sky but it was still warm. Gosh! It must be way past teatime! Most of her neighbours had gone indoors. She stood up quickly and dusted down her sacking apron. ‘Cup of tea, Father?’ she asked.


‘I’ll just finish this row,’ he replied.


‘Don’t be long then,’ Meg called as she went into the scullery to scrub her hands.


She cleaned herself up, put on a fresh blouse and was going downstairs when she heard a knock at front door. A smartly dressed lady holding the handlebars of a bicycle stood outside.


‘Mrs Dawson?’


‘Good afternoon, Meg.’


‘Good afternoon. How is your knee?’


‘Much better now I’ve given up this thing, thank you. I’m sorry you couldn’t stay to talk last week and you weren’t at the Mission today so I’ve brought my bicycle here to show you. The young man last week asked if I would give you first refusal.’


‘Oh, well, yes, that’s very kind of you but’ – she glanced over her shoulder – ‘it’s not really convenient today. My father—’


‘That will be Albert, won’t it? Albert Parker. I thought I recognised him last week. Is he in?’


‘He’s in the garden.’


‘Splendid. I’ll wheel this round the back. I expect he wants to take a look at it for you.’


‘Oh, he was just finishing…’


But Mrs Dawson was already pushing her bicycle down the road to the end of the cottages where she could walk round to the gardens. Meg bit her lip, made the tea and put out an extra cup and saucer and tea plate on the kitchen table. Then she hurried outside to find her father standing with his mouth open in the middle of his vegetable patch and Mrs Dawson wheeling her bicycle up the garden path. He glared at Meg but didn’t follow Edith.


‘Tea’s made, Father,’ she called as cheerily as she was able.


‘What a pretty cottage and garden you have here, my dear. How cosy it is for the two of you. Shall I leave this here?’ She leaned her bicycle against the wash-house wall. ‘I have to get rid of it, you know: doctor’s orders.’


‘My father isn’t totally convinced I need it, I’m afraid.’


‘You leave him to me, my dear. I shall persuade him.’


‘Oh, I don’t think you will. I mean, he doesn’t know you very well, does he?’


‘Of course he does! We grew up together in Deepdale.’ She clasped her hand to her throat. ‘Oh dear, he probably hasn’t told you. He won’t mind, you can take my word on that.’


‘If you say so.’ Meg was torn between her father’s opinion of Mrs Dawson and her certain knowledge that if anyone could persuade her father of the value of a bicycle to a twentieth-century young woman it would be Mrs Dawson. ‘Will you come in for some tea?’


The clock chimed the hour as her father came through from the scullery, suitably cleaned up for a visitor and thankfully on his best behaviour. Meg would have to leave within the next five minutes or she would miss Jacob. She poured the tea, handed round the scones and passed the butter and jam. Father cooperated in silence and without a smile for anyone.


‘Father, I should be really grateful if you would take a look at Mrs Dawson’s bicycle. It would be very useful for me to get to and from the mill and bring home shopping from the market.’


‘Bicycles are for boys,’ he responded.


‘Oh dear me no, Albert,’ Mrs Dawson replied. ‘They are for everyone these days. When I lived in Leeds—’


Meg interrupted by standing up to add more hot water to the teapot. ‘Father, I just have to go out for half an hour.’


‘Go out? Now? Where?’ The look of shock – or was it fear? – on his face, made her waver.


‘The – the station.’


‘What for?’


‘S-Sally will be there seeing Robert on to his train. I shan’t be long. Will you wait for me, Mrs Dawson?’


‘Of course, dear.’ Mrs Dawson picked up a scone laden with butter and jam and smiled at Meg’s father. ‘Oh my, this jam is lovely, Albert, and I know my jam. Are the raspberries from those canes I saw out there?’


Meg’s father was proud of all his garden produce and, for a moment, seemed to forget his fear. ‘Indeed they are, Edith. I had a good crop last year. They are a new strain…’


Meg saw her opportunity and slipped out through the front door before Father had a chance to stop her. She felt so guilty at leaving him with someone he detested that she almost turned back. But she didn’t, because she could see Jacob waiting by the yew hedge scanning the road for her and probably wondering what had become of her. He came towards her as soon as he saw her.


‘What’s happened? You looked flushed. You’ve not had a row, have you?’


Not yet, Meg thought but said, ‘Mrs Dawson’s visiting! She arrived with her bicycle. I – I’ve left her having tea with Father and he can’t stand her.’


‘She was asking me about you and your father last week.’


‘Was she? What did she want to know?’


‘I think she just wanted to confirm he was the Mr Parker she knew as a girl.’


‘Is that all?’


‘Not exactly. She asked whether there was a Mrs Parker in the household.’


Meg closed her eyes in horror. ‘He’ll never forgive me for leaving him alone with her. Jacob, I have to get back straightaway.’


‘The train will be here soon, anyway. Look, you will buy the bicycle, won’t you? I can’t get over next Sunday but’ – his blue eyes danced with joy – ‘my parents have asked me to take you to visit them quite soon and we could cycle up to Ferndale together.’ He grasped her shoulders and squeezed them. ‘They want to meet you, Meg. Isn’t that wonderful?’


Meg caught her breath. Jacob must be sure about his feelings to take this step forward in their relationship. ‘Yes it is. You don’t think you are rushing things with them, do you?’


‘Maybe.’ He shrugged, but his excitement could not be dampened. ‘I’m over twenty-one and I have a proper salary with – with a future.’ His eyes began to shine as he went on, ‘This is just the beginning for us, Meg. I want you to be part of my life. You want that too, don’t you?’


‘You know I do.’ But her own excitement was marred by wondering what it would mean for Father. This wasn’t just about leaving him alone on a Sunday. Jacob’s office was in Leeds, like Robert’s, and there was no question about Sally moving there after her wedding.


Jacob picked up on her caution. ‘You do love me, don’t you?’


Do I ever, she thought. She worshipped him and sometimes her body ached with a desire to match his. ‘I love you more than I can say,’ she whispered, reaching up to wind her arms around his neck and adding, ‘Kiss me, my love.’


He did not need an invitation and their mouths and bodies locked with the deep and increasingly familiar passion that she craved. He was breathless when his lips left hers and he whispered, ‘It’ll be two weeks before I see you again. Dear God, how will I survive?’ His voice was hoarse and his eyes were fiery and she wished they could stay there holding each other for ever. Their bodies didn’t separate until the steam whistle from the approaching train penetrated their fervour. Then he was gone, turning to give her one last wave before disappearing into the clamouring throng at the station.




Chapter 3


Meg ran all the way home and arrived, panting, at the front door. She took a few deep breaths and marched in purposefully to find Mrs Dawson sitting alone at the kitchen table. Through the kitchen window she could see her father inspecting the bicycle in the back yard.


‘You persuaded him?’ Meg asked.


‘Seems so, doesn’t it?’


‘What did you say?’


‘He’s a man. They are all the same. You just have to point out to them how much nicer their life will be and they eat out of your hand.’


‘Is that so?’ She couldn’t imagine her father eating out of Mrs Dawson’s hand.


‘You just tell them what they want to hear. It always works.’


Meg wasn’t sure about that but she didn’t argue. ‘Well, if Father approves I’ll buy it from you. Jacob told me how much you want for it.’


‘Is that the young man’s name? He’s quite taken by you, isn’t he?’


That’s what Sally had said, Meg thought with amusement. ‘Do you think so?’


‘I know so, my dear. Don’t let that one slip through your fingers, like I did your father.’


‘I beg your pardon, Mrs Dawson?’


‘He hasn’t told you, has he? We were sweethearts when we were kids. Oh, don’t look so shocked. It was before my Arnold came on to the scene.’


But not before Mother, Meg thought, if they had all grown up together. ‘As I said,’ Meg responded, ‘I want to buy your bicycle.’


Mrs Dawson nodded her agreement. ‘Well, with you being Albert Parker’s daughter, you can have it for less than I asked from that young man. And I’ve included my bicycling clothes. They’re folded up in the basket.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Dawson. That’s very generous of you.’


Father came indoors, wiping his hands on an old rag. ‘It’s a good enough little machine. But you’ll have to keep it in working order yourself. I’m not spending my Saturday afternoons mending your punctures.’


‘Of course, Father.’


Mrs Dawson stood up. ‘If that’s agreed, then I won’t keep you.’


‘I’ll get your money.’ Meg dashed upstairs to the tin box she kept under the bed and counted out the notes and coins.


When she returned her father had gone out into the garden again and Mrs Dawson was watching him through the kitchen window. Meg paid up and showed Mrs Dawson to the front door. ‘What will you do with yourself now you’ve come off the Mission committee?’


‘I can fill my days well enough,’ she replied lightly.


‘Good luck.’ Meg watched her walk off with only a trace of her limp. She did appear to be able to get her own way when she wanted. Meg could understand why some people didn’t like her, especially when she started bossing them around. But, Meg thought, she seemed a cheerful soul and didn’t appear to mind lending a hand.


Meg was smiling to herself at the way Mrs Dawson had changed her father’s mind when he crashed into the back kitchen with his face like thunder and shouted, ‘Don’t you ever do that to me again!’


Meg was stunned. Father was normally a mild-mannered man. ‘Do what, Father?’ she asked.


‘Leave me alone with her. She’s a menace to mankind, that woman is.’


‘Don’t be silly. She means well.’


‘Does she now? How do you know that?’


‘She came all the way round here pushing that bicycle to show me.’


‘Aye and she’ll have her feet under the table before you can say “Jack Robinson”. She always gets what she wants, does Edith Braithwaite, never mind anybody else.’


Meg had to agree but didn’t say so. ‘She’s Edith Dawson now, Father.’ His behaviour towards her was irrational and Meg guessed it was more to do with past history than her bicycle so she added, ‘Anyway, what does it matter if others get what they want as well? Her bicycle is a bargain and now it’s mine.’


Father let out an exasperated grunt and went back to his garden. He and Mrs Dawson must have parted on very bad terms all those years ago. She was surprised he still bore her a grudge and wondered again what had happened between them.


The bicycle was all Meg expected and she adored it. She soon learned to balance and pedalling became easier with practice. It gave her a little extra time and freedom without distracting her from her responsibilities at home. She made new clothes suitable for a lady bicyclist and had a fresh topic of conversation with the other women at the mill.


Christine at the mill had been a close friend of her mother, even though Christine was a few years younger. She had a large growing family of her own and had taken Meg under her ‘mother-hen’ wing at the mill after Meg’s mother had died. Meg often wondered how Christine coped with her job at the mill as well as her husband and children. The following week, Meg asked Christine if she knew anything about her father and Mrs Dawson when she had been Edith Braithwaite.


‘She was more my sister’s age than mine,’ Christine told her, ‘but they talked about her a lot because she was so pretty and she had her pick of the lads. She was pushy too, always wanting the best for herself. Well, no one blamed her for that because a girl’s got to think of her future and all the ambitious lads and lasses looked outside the mill and the quarry to get on. She set her cap at your father right enough, until she realised that he wouldn’t budge from the quarry.’


‘Mother always said he liked working there.’ He still does, Meg thought.


‘He didn’t have the same drive as Edith but he couldn’t see it for himself, so when she upped and married Arnold Dawson he was a broken man until your mother saw her chance and picked up the pieces.’


‘Oh, I didn’t know that.’


‘It was all a long time ago and a lot of water has gone under the bridge since then but I don’t expect your father has forgotten.’


‘No, he hasn’t. He doesn’t like Mrs Dawson at all.’


Christine put her head on one side and raised her eyebrows. ‘Are you sure about that?’


‘Yes,’ Meg replied.


‘Then I should keep a close eye on him when she’s around if I were you,’ Christine responded.


Meg was mildly offended by this apparent criticism of her daughterly concern and responded sharply, ‘Well I always do. I promised Mother I would.’


Her Sunday at Ferndale with Jacob loomed large in her mind and she was at her wits’ end thinking of what to say to Father about it. Meg had never once failed to cook her father his Sunday dinner since Mother had died. She considered asking Christine to invite him to theirs, but Christine already had a houseful. There was Sally’s mum and if Sally and Robert were visiting her they would welcome him and speak well of Jacob. Satisfied that this seemed like a good solution, she focused her attention on making a bicycling skirt to go with her smart Sunday coat and hat to wear on the day.


The following weekend she gathered her courage and raised the subject over fish and chips and a bottle of beer on the Saturday.


‘I’ve been invited to Ferndale for the day one Sunday.’


‘Ferndale Lodge out on the moor? I know the mason there. He comes to the quarry for his stone.’


‘Not the Lodge, Father. I’m going to the gamekeeper’s cottage.’


‘Who do you know from up there?’


‘The gamekeeper’s son was at the grammar school with Sally’s Robert. They both belong to Clarion Clubs and go bicycling together.’


‘Oh, well, you are Sally’s best friend so it’s nice of them to ask you. Is that what all this bicycle business is about?’


She was pleased he was concentrating on his dinner and did not see the guilty look on her face as she let his misunderstanding pass. ‘Yes. Do you mind me going up there one Sunday?’


‘It’s a long way for an afternoon but you’ve got young legs.’


‘Oh, I’ll be out all day.’


‘All day?’ His tone was indignant. ‘What’ll you do about my dinner?’


‘I’ll arrange something for you. Sunday is the only day for visiting folk.’


‘Aye. Your mother and me used to go for tea though.’ She noticed Father frowning at her. ‘I suppose it’s about the wedding.’


‘Wedding?’


‘Aye, you said Sally was getting wed in the summer. Is this friend of Robert going to be his best man?’


The notion had never occurred to Meg. Sally and Robert didn’t even know about her visit to see Jacob’s parents and her mind raced. She didn’t want to speak about Jacob while her father’s mind was on weddings! She coughed over a chip. ‘I – I don’t know but now you come to mention it…’ She left his unanswered question hanging in the air and after a few seconds asked, ‘Will you be all right on your own for a day?’


‘I’ll have to be, won’t I? But I’ll miss you. I’ve nobody else now so don’t make a habit of it.’


‘Of course not, Father.’


She had not exactly lied to him, Meg thought as she washed up later, but at least he knew that Jacob existed in her life. She tried not to feel guilty but she just wished Father hadn’t mentioned Sally’s wedding. It was her own fault for saying Jacob was a friend of Robert’s instead of a friend of hers. Now she couldn’t ask Sally’s mother to give Father his Sunday dinner as he would find out about her – oh Lord – her deception. That’s what it was, Meg thought, and she knew it could not go on.


The following Sunday she was meeting Jacob for tea at the Mission and she suggested that Father walk over to meet her as he had done before. She planned to introduce him to Jacob properly.


‘Will that Edith Dawson be there?’ he demanded.


‘I expect so. She’s not in charge any more but she likes the company.’


‘I’ll not bother, Meg love. I don’t want her to get the wrong idea.’


Meg hid her surprise. After his behaviour when she brought the bicycle round and her comments to Meg she was perfectly sure that Mrs Dawson knew exactly how her father felt about her. ‘Well, I want to meet Sally. I shan’t see much of her after the wedding when she’s living in Leeds.’


‘Aye, Leeds is a long way from home for the likes of her. What will her poor ma do on her own?’


Sally’s mother had been widowed for a long time and had brought up Sally by doing cleaning and washing in better-off households. She had an independent nature and was perfectly capable of looking after herself and filling her time usefully. Rather like Mrs Dawson, Meg thought. But no one expected a man on his own to look after himself. Wives did the cooking and laundry and housework. Or daughters, of course, Meg thought. Even if a man hadn’t either, a widower on his own with a regular wage would soon find someone to marry him. However, Father wasn’t living alone and Meg suddenly had a dreadful vision of spinsterhood as her father’s housekeeper stretching out in front of her and it wasn’t what she wanted. She had an idea and said, ‘Why don’t you go round and see Sally’s mum one day?’


‘What do I want to do that for?’


‘You could take her some leeks from the garden.’


‘She’s very welcome to some of my leeks if she wants them. You can drop them round to her on your bicycle.’


Meg suppressed a sigh. ‘I’ll ask Sally, then,’ she replied and gave up on the conversation.


On Sunday Jacob was very excited because his parents had written to confirm that his father and sister could get a whole Sunday off together and their visit was planned.


‘We’re going next week, Meg,’ he enthused. ‘We’ll take the bicycles up to the edge of the moor, leave them in one of the hides and Father will meet us with a horse.’


‘I – I’ve never ridden a horse,’ Meg admitted.


‘I’ll take you on mine. You’ll be quite safe. Have you got a waterproof cape in case it rains?’


‘Mrs Dawson gave me hers.’


‘That was good of her.’


There had been several items in the basket that Mrs Dawson no longer needed. Meg didn’t mention the flannel bloomers, which had made her giggle when she unfolded them. But she had used the fabric to make a lining for her new bicycling skirt.


‘Jolly good. Take a warm coat for the horse because it can get cold up there, even in summer.’


The following week went very slowly for Meg. On the Saturday she asked Father to bring a piece of brisket and got up very early on Sunday to leave it braising with vegetables in the bake oven. Father was already out in the garden, picking and cleaning fresh vegetables to take with her. He wrapped them in newspaper and placed them in her basket.


‘Thank you, Father,’ she said.


‘Me and your mother always took something with us when we visited and they’ll not grow much in that poor soil up on the moor.’


‘There’s apple pie and a fruit cake for you in the pantry.’


‘Don’t be late back.’


‘No, Father.’ She hurried off to meet Jacob from the train. Robert was with him but he was bicycling with the Clarions and meeting Sally later. Meg persuaded herself she had told only a half-lie to her father but it gnawed at the back of her mind until she and Jacob had left Deepdale behind and were climbing towards the mist that shrouded Ferndale Moor. Then she became increasingly apprehensive about meeting Jacob’s family.


Mr Wright met them as arranged. He was tall and smartly dressed in tweeds and knee-high leather boots. Meg would have known they were father and son simply by looking at the pair of them together. He seemed pleased with the vegetables and tied them securely to his horse.


Jacob formed a stirrup with his hands so that Meg could hoist herself in the saddle. Thank goodness for her divided skirt, she thought. She shuffled forward to give him room to mount up behind her. While Mr Wright checked over the saddle fastenings and reins Jacob put his arms around her and whispered in her ear, ‘Are you comfortable?’
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