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         Praise for Charles Chadwick’s It’s All Right Now:
         

         
            ‘This novel is huge – in size (obviously), ambition,  intelligence and heart’
 
            Jonathan Safran Foer
 
            
                

            
 
            Satisfying and beautiful… Chadwick is excellent at catching  speech patterns and personal traits;many of his characters  are repulsively or absurdly fascinating, and Ripple’s  vexed relationship with his children is masterfully evoked.’
            
 
            The Herald
            
 
            
                

            
 
            ‘Exhilarating… brilliant… radically original’
 
            David Gates, Newsweek
            
 
            
                

            
 
            ‘At once modern and epic… funny, moving… and  rather casually magnificent’
 
            Ben Kunkel, Los Angeles Times Book Review
            
 
            
                

            
 
            ‘Remarkable… a vivid picture of how one unfashionable  man can end up touching the lives around him, including  the reader’s own’
 
            People Magazine
            
 
            
                

            
 
            ‘Ripple’s inner world blossoms on the page with  writing that drives the writer onward’
 
            Wyatt Mason, Harper’s Magazine
            
 
            
                

            
 
            ‘Chadwick’s achievement is such that Ripple’s small  thoughts – slight observations, petty miseries, daily  regrets – come to seem worthy of centre stage’
 
            The New Yorker
            
 
            
                

            
 
            ‘A gripping narrative… Ripple is an observant and self-deprecating  interpreter of both the lavish gallery of characters  and the ever-hanging times.’
            
 
            Guardian
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            I

         
 
         DOROTHY SAT at her father’s desk. Henry had let her have it – at a price – adding it to her share of their father’s estate. It was just like Henry. Worth at least two thousand pounds, he said. Oh no it wasn’t. And now he’d sent her a pompous letter about selling the cottage. She glanced at the mirror over the mantelpiece and smiled, practising it for Elsie, who would be there soon. It was never right – kind, welcoming even, but how much love was there in it? The mirror was too high for Elsie to see herself in it. Her smile turned into a mask of bitterness. The hair she had had done that morning was a ridiculous wonky silver helmet. One of the women at the bridge morning – Gladys, was it? – once told her she had an austere look. She wished she had a different, more long-lasting smile for Elsie after all these years.
         
 
         She would give her another cheque, to help with her little expeditions to visit gardens. She wanted to be sure that wasn’t why she came. Perhaps it was out of duty. How could she guess what love there might be in it, for it could not show on her face. And on her own, what was there to see? Anxiety. Shame. She’d always tried to stand by Elsie when she was a child. How often had she told her that looks are nothing, all that matters is what people are like underneath? Elsie had stopped crying when she was about eight, having got used to herself.
         
 
         She wasn’t as worried as she used to be. Elsie had her cleaning work and her visits to gardens and her comfy little flat. She’d chosen the material and made the curtains for it, as mothers should. There was the television, of course. She’d paid for her to have driving lessons and she was ready to pass the test. She’d passed the written part of it, but kept on putting off the practical side. Perhaps she was nervous about people getting a glimpse of her and the danger of causing an accident. It wouldn’t be the same without an instructor sitting beside her. That was all there was to her life. Without love or excitement in it. There was nothing to be worried about. Nothing would happen to Elsie now, just having to be herself, day after day.
         
 
         She couldn’t forget the question Gladys asked while she dealt the cards after failing to get in touch with the blessed Arthur for Mavis. Arthur was the most boring man she had ever known. Gladys reached him three times and each time he only wanted to tell Mavis not to forget to water the geraniums. That was how boring Arthur was. Mavis had to remind them for the umpteenth time that he was the forgetful one and she’d never forgotten to water a flower in her whole life, not once. 
         
 
         She went into the kitchen to prepare a tea tray. She wanted Elsie to feel this would always be her home. The question Gladys asked was whether she would have had Elsie killed in her womb if she’d known how she would turn out. That wasn’t fair. It was hard to be fair to Gladys, or any of the other women for that matter. What Gladys actually said, very casually as she dealt the last few cards, was: ‘One can’t help wondering if it would have been better if certain people had never been born.’Admittedly, they’d been talking about the gangs of youths who’d been terrorising a nearby housing estate. She’d looked at Gladys very closely to see if she would give her one of her glances, a hint that the question might include Elsie. But she didn’t. The others began looking at the cards they’d been dealt. Applying the same question to Elsie would have been in their minds too. It was Mavis who glanced at her but she was her partner and that was probably to get a clue of what sort of a hand she had. Mavis had nodded at what Gladys had said. Mavis and Arthur had had no children, from giving all their attention to those geraniums, no doubt.
         
 
         Elsie would be there in half an hour. She was always on time. You had to be punctual at the hospital, she’d explained, to find out what your duties were each day and collect your mop and broom and materials. Dorothy brought out the china she’d inherited from her father. Henry had put a price on that too – best Spode. The point was that Gladys had not put the thought into her head, had only reminded her that it was there already, skulking in the undergrowth. Perhaps everyone’s mind was like that: a part that is lit up in the daily business of thinking and living, and a dark, shadowy hinterland where all sorts of nastiness were waiting to pounce. She had read somewhere about a ‘common pool of humanity which everyone shares’. She knew that feeling from her charity work. But there was a cesspool of humanity that was common to everyone too.
         
 
         When Elsie came, it was difficult to give a frank and loving smile with the shame of that question slithering around in her mind. So she tried to keep busy, pottering about and making tea or hoping for an excuse to turn the television on. She thought of Elsie boarding a bus and the looks she would get. It was awful to lump her together with those horrible thugs. She had never done any harm to anyone. If anyone didn’t share that cesspool it was Elsie. She was used to people staring or looking away. Some people, if they were born like that, would boil over with rage and resentment. Perhaps Elsie did too sometimes. Perhaps she was overcome with hatred. She did not know. She had never known. As Elsie grew up, she would  sometimes suddenly say she was going up to her room  to lie down. That was after the tears stopped and there  was no other way of knowing that something, usually  at school, had made her specially unhappy. The teachers  had done their best, but as one of them tried to  explain, it was difficult to penetrate her loneliness.  She’d left as soon as she was allowed to, with only  three GCSEs, and stayed at home, getting menial jobs  here and there, until she got a flat of her own.
         
 
         She would change into more comfortable clothes  for Elsie, to introduce a note of informality. She wondered  if Elsie ever thought she was lucky to be alive,  that her mother hadn’t had her done away with before  she was born. It had been a horrible birth, as if Elsie  already knew that life might not be worth living.  Sometimes Dorothy thought she detected a look of  gratitude in that grim, warped face. There were no  expressions she could make that did not give her a  more sinister look. Elsie grateful to her. Grateful! At  least she wasn’t her only child. At least she had  Geoffrey. She went into the bedroom to choose more  relaxed-looking clothes, then thought better of it. ‘I’m  sorry, Elsie,’ she said. ‘I really am.’ But for what, for  not knowing how to give her a loving, motherly smile?  She must make her feel at home. She mustn’t go on  about her leg which, anyway, was better now.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            II

         
 
         ELSIE FACED the window of the bus so as not to put people  off sitting next to her. It wasn’t as if nobody ever  wanted to talk to her, just off the cuff, once they’d got  used to her. Occasionally, anyway. They didn’t think  she was likely to pass it on to anybody else. They couldn’t  imagine her having a good old gossip with somebody  at a bus stop or on a street corner. It was as if she  was hardly a person at all. She always wanted to know  more about people and tried not to stare. She wanted  people to get to know her better. Her mother had told  her umpteen times that what mattered lay underneath.  That was what she had often told herself.
         
 
         She had learnt as a child to stop the hatred welling  up and taking her over. But sometimes it still seized  her as if it was always there waiting to pounce.  Sometimes it was when she saw some pretty young  people flaunting themselves. Or the faces in the advertisements for make-up and clothing and hair-dos. People too pleased with themselves. It didn’t last. The devil had done his dirty work and had enough satisfaction in life without bothering with her.
         
 
         They had to sit next to her when the bus was crowded, leaning forward with their shopping or other things clutched on their laps, after glancing at her once. If they looked twice, it might be because they were desperate to talk to anybody. On a long journey it was harder not to, with arms touching.
 
         A man sat next to her. He smelt of something sour and sweet at the same time, of something being covered up. She couldn’t stop glancing at him, guessing.
         
 
         ‘What are you staring at?’ he said angrily.
 
         His throat needed clearing. Perhaps he kept it like that to give it a husky sound. His head had been shaved and the hair was growing back patchily, black with grey in it. His shoes were highly polished and his trousers were sharply creased. She noticed things like that when people might have something to prove. It was the greyness of him, the lines crisscrossing around his eyes, though he didn’t seem old otherwise. She looked at him a moment longer, her curiosity getting the better of her.
 
         Then he said, ‘I killed a bloke, if you must know. Did fifteen years. Out four months. And now you can stop fucking staring at me.’
 
         Elsie was grateful to him. He wouldn’t have told anyone else that, not out of the blue. His eyes were grey too and glared at her, as if waiting for her to look shocked or frightened. She didn’t make expressions if she could help it. Smiles, for example. Hers looked like snarls, the worse the more friendly they were. It was the way her teeth jutted out, the bottom ones. And her eyes so deep in her head you could hardly see them. She had practised in the mirror for hours but it only made her look as if she hated herself. A preacher on television had once said that people should look in the mirror and tell themselves that God loved them. She’d tried that several times and decided that if God existed, that must be true, but loving would be easy for him without any alternative. She didn’t hate herself except when the devil made her hate other people too. She could find things comical when she wanted to. Though when she laughed she looked as if she was gasping for air. She was excellent at not showing her feelings because that was when her face let her down most. So she kept it blank. That was why people trusted her, just came out with it and told her they’d killed someone. So she said, ‘Oh yes?’ As if he’d told her he’d caught a cold the previous winter or something very run-of-the-mill like that.
         
 
         But he’d lost interest and looked out of the other window. She was sorry she might have appeared rude, so after two stops she asked, ‘Why did you do that?’
 
         It seemed the polite thing to ask. But he only replied, ‘Mind your own fucking business.’ 
         
 
         People sometimes addressed her like that as if she would be too stupid to mind, as if there was nothing much else she could mind, looking like that. ‘Unprepossessing’ her mother had called it once. That wasn’t quite fair. ‘Not very prepossessing’ were her actual words. She’d overheard her mother saying it on the telephone, that was all. It wasn’t to her face. Her mother couldn’t help looking at her as if she wished she was different, more like Geoffrey.
 
         On the spur of the moment she said, ‘I’ve sometimes felt like killing my mother. Or my father come to that.’
         
 
         She was on her way to see her mother, so that was what came into her head. It wasn’t true. It was a friendly thing to say, to keep the conversation going, putting herself in the same boat. She wished she had a jokey smile to go with it.
 
         But he only muttered, ‘Stupid ugly bitch!’
 
         So much for being considerate. She did try when the opportunity arose. She did want to get on the right side of people instead of putting them off the whole time. There wasn’t really an alternative.
 
         They got off at the same stop. Once she turned round because she thought he was following her, it crossing her mind she might be his next victim, though she’d probably be the last person in the whole world anyone would want to murder. Anyway, he was nowhere to be seen.
 
         She didn’t hurry along the street, keeping to the shadows cast by the summer trees. She didn’t even know if her mother liked her and looked forward to her visits. She couldn’t think of any reason why she should. Perhaps she thought it was only what children did… There were some pretty front gardens, mostly with roses past their best, needing to be pruned. They had a stifled look as though they were gathering dust in the summer sun.
         
 
         She had once seen a photograph of her parents’ wedding. Her mother wasn’t exactly a portrait painting, not even when she made the best of herself. She sometimes sat stretched back in her armchair with her leg up on a poof, showing it off to be complained about. And sometimes she leant back her head, showing her neck. It was true: she’d once caught herself wondering if it would be easy to throttle her or if there were too many fatty wrinkles. As she turned into her mother’s street and there were fewer shadows cast by the trees, she couldn’t stop herself wondering if the man on the bus would do it for ten thousand pounds. The last time her mother had complained about her leg and never looked at her, or only once, as if straightaway regretting it. Her father had looked at them from the wedding picture as if disappointed with them both. She hadn’t stayed long, not after her mother got on to the subject of her leg. ‘What could you be in a hurry for?’ she had asked. There were those thoughts that slipped into her head when she wasn’t on the look-out for them. Most of the time she just wished she was different so that her mother wouldn’t have to try so hard to love her.
         
 
         She could talk about her new job. She’d had quite a few, of the cleaning variety. She wasn’t a fool by any stretch of the imagination but people weren’t to know that. Once she’d applied for a job at a big department store. There were two of them, a man and a woman, with an earnest kindness and smartly dressed in dark suits. On the form she’d said her preference was for the cosmetics department. She’d only done it for a laugh, to see the look on their faces. They were very polite and kept a straight face throughout. They asked about her previous experience in the retail trade. Which was precisely nil. Ditto her knowledge of make-up. She did not use it herself. It would be like whatever was the opposite of improving on what can be improved. That day she had made the effort. She gave them full marks for not bursting out laughing. At the end they said there were many applicants and her lack of experience might not stand her in excellent stead. She said she would set an example to show that make-up shouldn’t be given too much credit and there were some problems with reference to appearances which it couldn’t solve. ‘People must keep their expectations in perspective’ were the words she’d used, having come across them in Vogue magazine while waiting to see her doctor. They nodded sagely several times at that, more than they meant to in all probability. They didn’t quite know whether she was taking the mickey. They said they would tell her their decision in a letter. It was quite a nice letter, regretting etc. And wishing her good luck in her future career. She wrote back to thank them for giving her the time of day. She wished her letter had been more confident-looking. Her old typewriter, like everything else, had its limitations.
         
 
         She wasn’t ready to see her mother yet and it was a lovely day to walk the streets and keep to the shadows. Cleaning jobs were not without their interest. She wished there was a way of conveying that interest to her mother, who probably thought that cleaning was the best she could hope for.
         
 
         Once, she witnessed a will. Or twice, to be accurate about it. It was in the general ward of a hospital. His name was Edgar Wakefield and they quite often had a chat. Except for his daughter late one afternoon, the only visitor he had was a woman who made a fuss of him, always patting his pillow and tidying his blankets and bringing him magazines. She leant over his bed, talking quietly to him. She gathered it was about his house, which was being kept tidy for him, and the garden. Or rather that was what he told her. ‘One of those old-fashioned neighbours’, he called her. Once she showed him some dirt under her fingernails, because she wanted him to know she was doing the weeding and it was a bad year for dandelions. Elsie couldn’t get too close but she always tried to be there with her mop and bucket when the woman came, regular as the proverbial clockwork. Edgar told her how especially kind and ‘thoughtful’ she’d been ever since his wife had passed on. Her husband had also died, which gave them ‘a fair amount in common’. He had a photograph of his wife in a silver frame which he kept by his bedside and often held face down on his chest. When the woman came he hid it away. There seemed something homely and smiling about her which was spoiled by her brisk fussiness and her smile that stayed the same.
         
 
         One day the woman came with a smart-suited man who pulled the curtain round Edgar and about ten minutes later pulled it back very sharply. ‘Might I prevail upon you to witness a signature?’ he said with that superior voice people had when trying to show what perfect manners they had. Edgar signed the paper, then she signed it. The man looked around for someone else and the lady with the tea trolley happened to be passing, so she signed it too. The woman’s smile did change then and never in her whole life had Elsie seen anyone look so pleased with themselves.
         
 
         The next day Edgar told her he’d changed his will. There would still be a little left for his daughter. She lived a long way away, in Scotland, because her husband was in the off-shore oil industry. She’d only been to see her father once, staring at Elsie until she’d taken her mop and bucket well out of the way. ‘We’ve never been close, and that’s the honest truth,’ Edgar told her afterwards. ‘She can’t get away from that family of hers, all the way from Aberdeen. Four grandchildren. Two of them I’ve never even seen. They look good kids from the photos.’
         
 
         For a week after that he was worried and not so chatty. He told her he’d fallen out with his daughter over an argument about how she behaved before she settled down. He said he saw now how he had been in the wrong. Who cared any longer about coloured hair and face-studs and short skirts and a drop too much drink on Saturday night, even pinching the odd car for a little spin? She was a ‘reformed character now with kids and that’. It was Elsie’s chief pleasure in life that people did sometimes like talking to her, almost as freely as talking to themselves. Then he asked her opinion. Had he done the right thing? He already knew he hadn’t or he wouldn’t have asked. The woman had stopped coming every afternoon. Elsie knew she imagined too much for her own good, guessing about people, dreaming up other worlds. But the bunches of grapes seemed to get smaller and the magazines looked as though they had passed through several hands. Perhaps she’d pilfered them from her doctor’s waiting room. So in the end she’d typed a new will for him, just saying he wanted his daughter to have everything, giving Mrs Betty Stiles two thousand pounds for her trouble. She witnessed that will too with one of the nurses and took it to his bank with a letter saying it should be opened when he died. He put a finger to his lips and gave a big smile when he handed over the envelope. 
         
 
         It was very nice to be trusted, making you feel it was the only thing that mattered. If she hadn’t been ugly and sort of neutral-looking and not expecting anything of life, Edgar’s will might never have been changed at all. Before she went to sleep she sometimes thought of those grandchildren in years to come, going to university and starting to buy houses and driving around in nice cars and not knowing who they had to thank for that. If she found them and told them straight to their faces about their grandfather’s will, they would be less thankful to him and not thankful to her because of the way she looked and might not enjoy their university education and other things so much. She just liked to think of them being more contented with life because of her, complete strangers to each other. These thoughts let her forget the children’s mother, who wouldn’t come near her father’s bed until she was well out of the way. She often remembered the smile on Edgar’s face when he gave her the envelope. She wished she could tell her mother of some of the kind things she’d done in her life. She wished she could call on old Edgar Wakefield for a character reference.
 
         The sun had gone in and she made her way back into her mother’s street. It was all in shadow now. She always looked first to see if the wedding photograph was lying on the desk. He’d walked out not long after she was born. She’d once overheard her mother say that it might have been the sight of his daughter that had driven him away. Geoffrey was ten by then. He was ashamed of her too but was always kind, not only when nobody else was there. Unless her imagination was running away with her again, it mightn’t have been her their father couldn’t stand the sight of. It might have been their mother. Anyway, he’d found another woman. No woman would want to blame herself for her husband walking out on her. So an ugly daughter might have been a convenience.
         
 
         Her mother could hear people coming because of the crunch on the gravel. Once she said, ‘It’s not my usual postman today’ when he was hardly through the gate. And she always said, ‘I heard you coming.’ Once she tried to take longer strides and on another day tiptoed as quietly as she could. But she said exactly the same thing. Like Edgar Wakefield’s daughter, Geoffrey lived a long way away. Her mother told her more than once she didn’t care for the kind of woman he’d married. Even her mother liked to tell her things. Once day his wife was ‘hoity toity’. Another day she was ‘common’. Elsie did not point out that she could hardly be both. She wasn’t expected to express opinions. If she did she would tell her mother that it might have been Geoffrey’s wife not liking her that had started it.
         
 
         She couldn’t stop wondering again if her mother’s fatty wrinkled neck would make it harder to strangle her. Thinking about the noises she’d make would spoil her imagining Edgar Wakefield’s grandchildren being handed their degrees at one of the leading universities, wearing those gowns and flat black hats with tassels.  Edgar Wakefield’s will had also made her think of  strangling her mother, because of the money she  would get from that. She wouldn’t enjoy receiving a  penny if every time she bought something she  heard the sound of her mother gurgling her last. She  wouldn’t have to imagine that if someone else did it,  like that man she met on the bus. Or not so often.  Where did these horrid, horrid thoughts come from?  If only her mother wouldn’t rest her head back like  that, showing so much of her neck… The gurgling and  the sound of footsteps on a gravelled path…
         
 
         She opened the gate and almost went away, unable  to bring herself to tread on that gravel. There was so  much more to her life than thoughts like that and  cleaning jobs. From her room in Willesden she could  look out in the spring and see four gardens away the  flowering of a magnolia tree and soon after that a  laburnum. In the other direction was a single tall silver  birch tree that on a windy day tossed and swayed like a  dancer. Soon after moving into her flat, she bought a  book about trees and shrubs so she could enjoy other  people’s gardens. She would never have one of her  own, not until her mother died. Her mother’s garden  wasn’t big enough for trees. When she looked at them  it was as if she was trying to change the subject of her  life. They were beautiful. She watched gardening programmes  for the same reason.
         
 
         Beauty was funny. She had begun taking a train or a bus to visit those country houses with lovely gardens. She had joined the National Trust. Last Saturday she had sat on a white bench and watched the bumble-bees in a long line of lavender bushes, flitting quickly from flower to flower as if they weren’t quite sure what they were looking for. Dissatisfied. They weren’t there when the wind blew and then they returned. Still in a hurry, like shoppers. She picked a stalk of lavender and crumpled it in her hand and held it to her nose for a long time. A pair of women passing by looked worried that she might have a nosebleed. But they did not linger.
         
 
         In those beautiful gardens people looked at her differently. Some did smile. This was for two reasons. About half were simply glad to see her there, able to enjoy herself looking at lovely things, forgetting herself, gardens bringing joy and escape to all and sundry without exception. The other half smiled as they would at anyone sharing their pleasure, with no further thoughts on the matter. On consideration, there weren’t nearly so many of these, who didn’t go on to feel sorry for her, who were pleased with themselves for having a shot at cheering her up. The majority looked at her very quickly as if she was so at odds with the beauty of it all that she shouldn’t be there at all. They glanced away very quickly, especially in gardens with so much beauty to behold all around them. She wasn’t what they wanted to remember when the day was over and they were sitting in their armchairs sipping whatever they sipped, the people who visited National Trust gardens, recalling the day they spent surrounded by so many varieties of shape and colour, and not mentioning that creature they saw gazing at the lavender. At least she set up a contrast for them, making the garden even more beautiful. She couldn’t be sure if people thought like that.
         
 
         One afternoon she saw a dead squirrel in a garden with ants swarming all over it and some bluebottles too. She couldn’t help remembering that for a long time afterwards, even though it was a day when the rhododendrons were at their height. She couldn’t think of anything more likely to obliterate the memory of a dead squirrel than that. She tried to keep a low profile when visiting gardens. She didn’t sit in the café, though she might sneak round the edge of a kiosk and buy an ice-cream cone when there wasn’t a queue. Not spoiling the pleasure for others was the least she could do when she wasn’t making a major contribution to life in other respects.
         
 
         Her mother’s first words were, ‘I heard you coming.’ It was what she had dreaded, but then she added, ‘I always say that, don’t I? Boring of me.’ She tried so hard to be natural that day, not moving around so much, not going back to the kitchen unnecessarily and turning on the telly. As always, she couldn’t quite fathom her mother’s expression. There might even have been love there but it looked like shame too. And, as always, she thought: ‘Does she sometimes think I ought never to have been born? For my sake. The unhappiness it has caused me by being so ugly?’ She longed more than anything to tell her mother that she shouldn’t think like that.
         
 
         That day she didn’t mention her leg once. Elsie told her about the National Trust garden she had visited where she had watched the bees in the lavender. And her mother gave her five hundred pounds, saying she must visit those gardens as often as she liked. When she left there was a man on the bench at the bus stop hiding his face behind a newspaper. It was the sharply creased trousers and polished shoes that made her wonder if it was the man she had met on the bus. She should never have said that silly thing about killing her mother. And that cheque for five hundred pounds! And telling her to spoil herself a little. There wasn’t any room for more things in her little flat. She had all the things she really needed. Her mother had been astonished at first when she’d told her she’d become a member of the National Trust. A look of happiness had crossed her face. As if at last her daughter had acquired a purpose in life. ‘It doesn’t matter what you look like in a beautiful garden,’ she’d said to her mother. It was as if the shame had left her mother’s eyes, no longer wondering if it would have been better if she had never been born.
         
 
         At the end, she asked the question she had asked her father four years ago, the only time she had seen him. 
         
 
         ‘Why did our father leave us? Was it because of me?’
 
         Her mother looked at her for longer than she ever had before. It was as if she was the one who was waiting for a reply, though she had always had it ready. She was listening for the sound of her own words.
         
 
         ‘No, it wasn’t because of you, Elsie. He found someone he liked more.’
 
         ‘Someone without any children?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Would he have been looking for her anyway?’
 
         ‘I think he probably would.’
 
         ‘What was wrong with you?’
 
         But she only shrugged and gave half a smile and went out into the kitchen, though she had no need to. Elsie folded the cheque and put it into her purse. She had never loved her mother as she did at that moment.
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