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Prologue

I didn’t see it coming.

No black cats crossed my path. No clear-eyed crows cawed alarm from the trees. There was nothing to warn me about what was up ahead.

An invisible clock was ticking, each beat drawing my family closer to danger and I was oblivious. Busy with the normal, everyday things that make up a life, I didn’t know about the threats or the blackmail, or about the brutal turn our lives were about to take. I didn’t know that someone close to me was on course to devastate my family. I thought my home was a safe place, that danger kept its distance.

I thought wrong.
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It’s the first of June, Bea’s fourth birthday. The party’s over and the other mums have arrived to collect their children. I move between the kitchen and the back garden, handing juice to children, tea or coffee to mums, catching snippets of conversations and adding a sentence or two myself before going back inside. My stepmother, Wendy, is tidying up the remnants of wrapping and streamers that lie across the kitchen floor, squashing them into the recycling bin. I start to clear the table: plates of half-eaten sausage rolls and sandwiches; over a dozen pudding bowls, most of them scraped clean of chocolate ice cream and tangerine jelly.

‘I can’t believe she’s four already,’ Wendy says, as she arranges Bea’s cards in front of the plates on the Welsh dresser. ‘It seems like only yesterday she was learning to walk.’

‘I know.’ I look through the big picture window to where Bea and another child are hanging on to my husband, Julian, one on each arm. He’s twirling them round. I lean my head against the window frame and smile, then laugh out loud as they drag him to the ground and start to pummel him with their small but persistent fists. They stop when he pretends to cry. Bea crouches beside him, trying to soothe, patting his hair until he jumps up and chases her and she screams with a kind of terrified ecstasy. When he catches her, he throws her up in the air and tickles her until her face is almost puce.

‘It’s such a pity Lisa can’t be here,’ Wendy continues, coming to stand beside me. ‘Her scan results will be out tomorrow, won’t they?’

I nod.

‘Oh, Claire, I do hope it’s good news.’ She gives a small sigh. ‘It would be lovely to see her well again.’

My heart squeezes. The last round of chemotherapy has left Lisa weak, emptied out, drained of almost everything that makes her my sister, and we’re all praying it’s been worth it.

‘When I visit her tomorrow, I’ll show her the party photos,’ I say, putting my arm round Wendy’s shoulder. ‘And I’ll take her some of the lovely birthday cake you made.’

‘Give her a hug from me,’ Wendy says, moving to one side as my friend Jem comes in from the garden, her arms loaded with a couple of discarded sweaters, a miniature cricket set and two Frisbees.

‘Julian’s going beyond the call of duty out there,’ she says, dumping all the stuff on the table. ‘They’re running him ragged.’

‘He’s enjoying it,’ I say, looking at my watch. ‘He has to leave for Sofia in an hour. He can nap on the plane.’

‘What’s he going there for, then?’ Jem asks.

‘It’s the case he’s working on. He needs to double-check some details with the Bulgarian police.’

‘He’s prosecuting Pavel Georgiev,’ Wendy says. ‘You’ll have heard of him, Jem. There’s been a lot about him in the papers.’

‘Yeah, I have.’ Jem looks from Wendy to me. ‘I didn’t realise he was working on that case.’

‘It’s really very serious,’ Wendy says, her voice hushed. ‘Georgiev and the men who work for him . . .’ She shakes her head at both of us. ‘Shocking stuff. It’s hard to believe that people can be so evil.’

‘And that’s not the half of it,’ I say. ‘There’s a lot the press can’t print because it could prejudice the trial.’ I think of some of the things Julian has told me, details I’ve avoided discussing with friends and family: young girls trafficked and used for sex, men tortured and then killed because they refused to hand over a percentage of their earnings. I shiver. ‘I’ll be glad when the trial’s over and he’s locked up for good.’

Jem gives me a quick hug. ‘You’ll want some family time before Julian leaves.’ She tilts her head in the direction of the garden. ‘I’ll get the ball rolling on the goodbyes.’

As good as her word, one mother and child after another come inside. A dozen children’s voices fill the hallway. Shoes and sweaters are found, goodbyes are said, and Bea hands each of her friends a party bag. She takes this very seriously, peering into each bag before handing it over. ‘That one’s for you, Adam,’ she says. ‘It has the red water pistol.’ She looks up at me. ‘He likes water pistols.’

‘OK, sweetheart.’ I stroke my hand across her forehead, bringing wispy blonde hair away from her eyes and tucking it back under her Alice band. She’s wearing a white party dress with a turquoise ribbon round the bodice. It exactly matches the colour of her eyes, still turned up towards mine.

‘I’m four.’ She touches the badges pinned to her chest, each one shouting out the same number.

‘You are.’ I kiss her pink cheeks. ‘But you’ll always be my baby.’

‘I’m not a baby, Mummy!’ She stares at me earnestly. ‘I’m four now.’

‘Well, still, you’ll always be my precious baby girl.’ I tickle her middle. ‘That’s just the way it is.’

The corners of her mouth twitch in a smile and then she hands out the next party bag. It’s been a long day and I expected her to be over-wound by now, but she’s taking all the attention in her stride. It makes me feel very proud of her and I can’t help but give her another hug.

The front door opens and closes countless times, the late-afternoon sunshine warming the black-and-white chequered floor tiles in the porch. Almost everyone is gone when I leave Bea at the door with Wendy and find one of the mums a spare T-shirt for her daughter, Jessica, who has spilled juice down the front of hers. We talk in Bea’s room for a few minutes, about nursery and about the ubiquitous road works that have sprung up at the end of the crescent, and by the time we get back downstairs, Bea has left her post and the last remaining party bag is lying on the floor. Thinking nothing of it, I give the bag to Jessica and say goodbye to them both with a promise to arrange a play date soon.

I walk back along the hallway to the kitchen and find Julian taking a glass from the shelf.

‘That went well.’ I cuddle into his back. ‘Thank you for being chief entertainer. When the clown didn’t turn up, I thought we were going to be in for trouble.’

He holds the glass under the running cold tap until it’s full to the brim. ‘Couldn’t have done it without Charlie.’

‘You’re right. It’s great having him home.’ I look outside into the garden but can’t see our elder son, Charlie, or his girlfriend, Amy. Wendy is the only one there, righting chairs and picking stray sweet papers off the grass. ‘Being away at university has helped him grow up.’

‘It has.’ He swallows down the water, wipes the back of his hand across his mouth and then stretches out his spine. ‘I’m getting too old for children’s parties.’

‘Fifty is the new forty, you know.’

‘Tell that to my knees.’ He collapses down on to a chair and eases off his shoes.

‘There’s grass all over you.’ I brush it off his upper back, then let my hands slide round his neck and rest my elbows on his shoulders. I put my mouth next to his ear. ‘Do you really have to go to Sofia today?’

‘I do.’ He pulls me round on to his lap. ‘I have a meeting early tomorrow.’

‘It’s been so nice having you home on a weekday.’ I rest my head close to his neck. ‘I hope the trial’s over before the summer ends. We could go to Dorset, take Lisa with us and have a family holiday, all of us together.’

I feel his body tense ever so slightly.

‘We’re not going to get a holiday?’ I say.

He doesn’t answer me. I sit back so that I can see his expression. Almost twenty-five years of looking at his face and I’ve yet to grow tired of it. He has good bone structure: high cheekbones and a straight nose. His mouth is wide and made for smiling. His eyes are the colour of rich mahogany; his hair is jet black and curly with a smattering of grey at his temples. Not for the first time I think that he’s far too handsome to be a barrister. But today the way he’s looking at me, staring in fact, is puzzling.

‘Are you OK?’ I say.

The phone rings, high-pitched and intrusive. I reach behind Julian and take it from its cradle on the dresser.

‘Hi, Mum. It’s me.’

‘Jack!’ I automatically smile at the sound of my younger son’s voice. ‘Bea’s had a great party. She loved the present you sent. How’s the revision going?’ Jack is at boarding school and in the throes of his GCSEs. ‘You prepared for the last couple?’

‘Getting there.’

In the background, I hear a voice shouting his name.

‘I just called to wish Bea a happy birthday,’ he says.

‘OK. I’ll pass you over to Dad while I find her.’ Julian takes the phone from me and I go to the bottom of the stairs. ‘Bea!’ I call. ‘Jack’s on the phone.’

No answer. There’s no way she’d want to miss out on a call from him. Although separated in age from Jack and Charlie by twelve and fifteen years, Bea loves both her brothers with a blind, full-on passion. She must be listening to a story tape or else all the excitement of the day has caught up with her and she’s fallen asleep somewhere.

I have a quick look in the sitting room – empty – then climb the stairs to her bedroom, calling her name as I go. I push open the door, but she isn’t in there either. I check the master bedroom – it wouldn’t be the first time she’s decided to raid my make-up or try on my shoes. I go into our en suite bathroom. I even open my wardrobe, but there’s no sign of her.

The shower is running in the family bathroom and I can hear Charlie singing quietly. Our house is on four floors and I go quickly up to the top floor, where we have two spare rooms. I don’t expect to find her here and I don’t. Both rooms have an unlived-in feel.

‘Jack’s on the phone!’ I call, going down the stairs again. ‘Bea, if you’re hiding, you have to come out now.’

I go all the way down to the basement level, where there’s the utility room, Julian’s study and Jack’s bedroom. There’s nobody here. The utility room leads straight out on to the garden at the back and I shout to Wendy, ‘Bea’s not out there with you, is she?’

‘No. I last saw her in the sitting room.’

I climb the stairs again and am almost back in the kitchen when I remember. ‘Wait!’ I’m speaking to myself. I raise both my palms in the air in front of me, then turn back along the hallway, my sandals drumming a hectic beat on the tiles. Bea has a den under the stairs. She keeps her soft toys and a pile of cushions carefully arranged for optimum comfort. She can often be found there, playing with her animals or simply lying with her thumb in her mouth and a faraway look in her eyes. I pull aside the curtain that conceals the space. She isn’t there. I take a deep breath, feel it catch in my throat. With all the comings and goings today she could easily have slipped out through the front door. Perhaps she followed one of her friends. But why would she do that? It’s more likely that she’s playing somewhere in the house, somewhere I haven’t thought of.

I go back to the kitchen. ‘I can’t find her,’ I say, fully expecting Julian to smile and remind me of some obvious place that I’ve forgotten to look.

He doesn’t. His eyes hold mine for a split second and then he’s out of his seat so quickly that I lurch back against the work surface. He slides his feet into his shoes and speaks curtly into the phone. ‘Jack, we’ll call you back.’ He puts the handset on the table and looks at me. ‘What do you mean you can’t find her?’

‘I’ve called her, but she isn’t answering. I think I’ve looked everywhere.’

‘She couldn’t have gone off with one of the mothers?’

‘No, of course not.’ I shake my head. ‘Nobody would take her without asking.’ I look around helplessly. ‘She must be in the house somewhere.’

He moves past me and goes to the stairs. ‘Bea!’ He calls her name several times, both up and down the stairwell, his voice so loud it’s almost a roar.

‘Julian!’ The volume of sound is making me jump. ‘That will frighten her.’

He ignores me and, taking the stairs two at a time, goes up to the first floor. ‘Charlie!’ He bangs on the bathroom door.

Charlie, looking bewildered, comes out into the landing, a towel round his waist and another in his right hand which he’s using to rub his hair. ‘What?’

‘Have you seen Bea?’

‘Amy’s taken her to the park. Didn’t she tell you?’

‘No.’

‘There we are, then.’ I allow my shoulders to relax down from my ears. ‘Whew! Panic over.’

But Julian isn’t reassured. He goes into our bedroom, looking through the front window. We live in a terrace of white town-houses in a crescent in Brighton. The road curves round a grassy play area with three swings, a slide and a chunky wooden climbing frame. I follow Julian’s eyes and see at once that Bea isn’t there. The park is empty apart from Jem, who’s pushing her son, Adam, on the swing. Without looking at me, Julian goes down the stairs again. I follow him.

‘Julian?’

He’s not listening. He’s out the front door and crossing the road. He shouts to Jem, ‘Have you seen Bea?’

She shakes her head and Julian starts to pace in front of the iron railings. I try to catch his arm, but he doesn’t even register I’m there. His expression is strained, his pallor strangely grey considering the speed of his breathing and the heat of the afternoon sun. But worst of all is the frantic look in his eyes, as his gaze trawls from one end of the street to the other. I reach for his arm again, but still he isn’t seeing me, his attention gripped by whatever has sparked his panic. This behaviour is so shocking, so un-Julian-like that I’m stunned. It’s as if I’ve woken up in a parallel world where the sky is down and the ground is up. My head fills with a heavy, stifling blackness and then a succession of flashing lights blind me. I hold on to the railing next to me and try to breathe. Blood booms against my eardrums with a forced, almost manic intensity. And behind all of this, I have only one coherent thought – for some inexplicable reason, Julian thinks Bea is in danger.

As soon as my vision clears, I grab on to his shirt. ‘Julian!’ I jerk him towards me. ‘What’s going on?’

His eyes when they finally look into mine are flooded with apprehension and I flinch, draw back. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ I say. ‘Why are you reacting like this?’

‘Where are they?’ His eyes scan the street again.

‘I don’t know, but surely . . .’ I take a deep breath. ‘Surely you don’t think Amy’s going to harm Bea?’

‘I don’t know, Claire.’ His lips, his face, his whole body is held still, tight with tension. ‘But think about it. What do we actually know about this girl?’

‘Well . . .’ I pause. ‘She’s studying biological sciences. Charlie’s been going out with her for about nine months. Her parents used to live in Manchester but now they live in Cyprus. She is—’

‘Mostly unknown to us,’ Julian says. Then he holds my shoulders and shakes me, not roughly, but enough to make my aching head feel an increase in pressure. ‘Where else could she have taken her?’

‘The corner shop. But—’ He’s gone before I can finish the sentence. ‘Bea normally only goes there with one of the boys,’ I say quietly to myself. The truth is that Bea isn’t particularly fond of Amy and has told me several times that she likes it better when Charlie comes home on his own. I can’t say that I’ve warmed to Amy either, but not because she monopolises Charlie, more because of her manner. She is abrasive, direct to the point of being rude. Charlie told me this is one of the reasons he’s attracted to her – she tells it like it is, unlike most of the girls his age, who say one thing and mean another.

I put my hands to my cheeks, close my eyes and allow myself to visualise Bea’s face. If she were in danger, I would know. How could I not? She is my child. I spend most of every day with her and often the night too, when she climbs into our bed. Though no longer joined by a physical umbilical cord, there is an invisible rope that’s just as strong, just as vital, that binds us together. I have a sixth sense for her well-being. I know her likes and dislikes. I anticipate her needs. I tell myself again, if she were in danger, I would know. Whatever is going on here, I think it has more to do with Julian’s state of mind than it does with Amy’s.

I open my eyes and search the pavement for signs of Amy and Bea but see only a couple of people walking purposefully in the direction of the main road.

‘What’s happening, Mum?’ Charlie comes down the steps behind me. He’s wearing shorts and flip-flops and a worried expression.

‘Dad’s . . . concerned,’ I say, almost baulking over the understatement. ‘They aren’t in the park and . . .’ I shrug. ‘Can you think of anywhere Amy might have taken Bea?’

‘I dunno.’ He shakes his head. ‘But she’ll be OK. Why’s Dad panicking like this?’

I follow Charlie’s gaze to the end of the street. Julian has come out of the corner shop and is running towards us. And he’s running quickly. I don’t remember ever seeing him move with such urgency.

‘Your dad has been tense recently . . . what with the trial and everything.’ I hear my voice saying this and I believe it, because it’s the only explanation that makes sense. Before a trial begins, Julian is unusually preoccupied, his mind packed full of evidence and witness statements and arguments for the prosecution. This is the most high-profile case he has ever been involved in and it’s a career-maker. He’s bound to be more on edge than normal. I understand this. I was a lawyer myself; I know how pressured the job becomes. What’s more, twice in the last fifteen years Julian has been involved in trying to bring Georgiev to justice and both times the case fell apart because of problems with witnesses – one mysteriously disappeared, and another retracted his statement at the eleventh hour. This time, though, the main witness is being protected by the Witness Anonymity Act and this is the best shot that Julian and his team at the Crown Prosecution Service will ever have at convicting Georgiev.

‘The corner shop’s empty and the girl serving hasn’t seen them.’ He stops in front of us, his hand reaching into his back pocket. ‘I’m going to call the police.’

‘Dad! What the hell?’

‘Julian, shouldn’t we wait a bit?’ I hold on to his arm. ‘She’ll be fine.’

The look he gives me makes my stomach shrivel.

‘I’ll call Amy and find out where they are,’ Charlie says.

‘Good idea,’ I nod.

‘Quickly, then,’ Julian says.

‘Yeah. OK.’ Charlie takes his mobile out of his pocket and presses two buttons. ‘Chill.’

Seconds tick by.

‘She’s not answering?’ Julian asks.

‘Give her a chance.’

More seconds and Julian loses patience. He takes his own phone from his pocket. I watch his fingers move over the buttons.

‘Look! Look!’ Charlie shakes his father’s arm. ‘They’re coming.’

He’s right. Amy, Bea and Mary Percival, Bea’s nursery teacher, are walking along the pavement towards us. Bea is skipping between the two women, holding on to their hands. Relief surges through me like a wave, washing me clean of the confusion of the last few minutes. I watch Julian walk towards them and swing Bea up into his arms. He says something to Amy. She gives a careless shrug and he turns away. My eyes meet his as he climbs the stairs. He looks as if he’s been put through a wringer.

Amy is tall for a girl, around five feet nine, and has a loose-hipped walk, accentuated by the way she dresses: floaty skirts with leggings underneath and short, tight tops that force her larger than average breasts to spill out over the top. When she’s within earshot, she shouts to me, ‘What’s with Julian?’

‘He was worried. We didn’t know where Bea was.’

‘She asked me to take her out. She saw her teacher through the window.’

‘It’s my fault,’ Miss Percival pipes up.

‘It’s OK.’ I half smile at them both. ‘But next time, Amy, if you could just tell me before you take her ou—’

‘I did.’ Her brow furrows with indignation. ‘I called up the stairs. You were there with another mother.’

‘I’m sorry – I didn’t hear you.’

She gives another careless shrug. ‘I thought you had.’

‘Nothing happened, Mum,’ Charlie says, his arms protectively encircling Amy’s shoulders. Not that she needs it. She is, as ever, sure of her own ground. ‘Dad seriously over-reacted.’

‘Perhaps he did, Charlie,’ I say, keeping my tone even, ‘but nevertheless, next time’ – I look at Amy – ‘you need to make sure I’ve heard you before you go off with Bea.’

‘There doesn’t have to be a next time,’ Amy says, making wide eyes at me, her head shaking from side to side. ‘I was only trying to be helpful.’

I stop short of apologising again. Instead I hold my tongue very firmly between my teeth. Amy spends most of the university holidays and at least one night a week during term-time living in our home and eating our food. Not that I grudge her this. Nor do I expect any great thanks for it. But her persistent I’m-right-and-you’re-wrong attitude grates on my nerves.

However, whether we like it or not, she’s Charlie’s girlfriend and I can already see that the incident is dividing his loyalties. He gives me an imploring look over her shoulder while drawing her still closer into his chest. I manage a smile and he smiles back, then leads Amy up the stairs and they both return indoors. I’m left with Miss Percival.

‘All’s well that ends’ – she sees my face and hesitates – ‘well.’

‘Yes.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I suppose that’s true, but you can imagine . . . It was alarming to find that Bea had disappeared from the house.’

‘I completely understand,’ she says, taking my hand, then dropping it almost at once as if shocked by her own temerity. Not much more than five feet tall, her brown hair is cut short, and she has unremarkable grey-blue eyes. She comes across as someone who is more comfortable with children than adults, and is usually either shy or overly formal when talking to me. But with the children she relaxes into another part of herself and is clearly great fun. Bea absolutely adores her, and I’ve no doubt that when she saw her through the window, she wanted to run outside and say hello.

‘Bea just loves coming to nursery,’ I say. ‘She’s very fond of you.’

‘Well . . .’ She blushes. ‘She’s a lovely little girl. She brings so much enthusiasm to the class. That’s why we were at the end of the street – she wanted to show me where the men are building the new crossing. We’ve been talking about road safety at circle time.’

‘I see.’

‘I’m sorry to have caused you concern.’ She blushes again. ‘It’s the last thing I would want to do.’

A taxi pulls up alongside us and the driver winds down his window. ‘Taxi for Julian Miller.’

‘He’s inside,’ I say. ‘I’ll tell him you’re here.’

Miss Percival smiles her goodbye and I go indoors. Julian is on the phone in the kitchen.

‘The taxi’s here,’ I tell him.

He holds up a hand. I tap my watch and give him a significant look. I know that he’s cutting it fine. He smiles distractedly and turns away from me, still talking into the phone, the fingers of his free hand drumming an impatient rhythm on the table. I can’t hear what he’s saying and I have no idea to whom he’s talking. His suitcase, already packed, is in his study and I go downstairs to fetch it.

From here I see that Bea is in the garden with Wendy. They are looking down into the vegetable patch where spinach and rocket are growing like weeds.

‘I get my water can, Grandma,’ I hear Bea say, and she runs off towards the shed. She’s still wearing her party dress but has swapped her sandals for her favourite Finding Nemo Wellington boots.

As I watch her, my heart expands with two distinct feelings: the first, a sweet relief that she’s safe and happy; the second, a bitter rush of horror at the thought that she could have been missing for real and we could now be living every parent’s worst nightmare.

The taxi beeps its horn from the front of the house and that sets me in motion again. I go upstairs with Julian’s suitcase and leave it in the hall. Outside, I find the driver on the pavement, leaning against the side of the car. ‘I’m sorry – could you wait just another minute or two? My husband’s on the phone.’

He gives me a resigned look and lights up a cigarette as I return indoors.

Julian is coming along the hallway from the kitchen and I turn to meet him. ‘Julian.’ Suddenly I feel overwhelmed and throw my arms around him. He hugs me to him and I breathe in his smell, feel the familiar weight and tilt of his body as it leans in to mine. ‘That was a bit scary, wasn’t it?’

He nods. ‘Claire, I—’

‘I know neither of us particularly likes Amy,’ I whisper, ‘but—’

‘I over-reacted.’ He kisses me, makes it last, like he has all the time in the world. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s OK.’ I rub his cheek. ‘I know the trial is looming and that makes for a stressful time.’

He looks away, but not quickly enough and I see a dark shadow move across his face.

My spine straightens and I take a step back. ‘What was that?’ I say.

‘What?’

‘That look on your face.’

‘What look?’ He throws out his arms and smiles at me, innocence personified, but I’m not convinced.

‘Julian?’ I move in close again. ‘Everything’s all right, isn’t it?’

‘Listen—’ His attention strays towards the front door as the driver sounds his horn again. ‘I’ll be back in no time.’ He lifts his suitcase off the floor. ‘I have my BlackBerry with me, but in case the signal is poor, I’ve left contact numbers on the pinboard.’ He runs his hands up and then down my back. ‘I love you, you know.’

‘I know.’ I hold his eyes for a moment, warmed by the sincerity in them, and then I let him go.

I stand on the step and watch him climb into the taxi. He waves and I do too. I watch the taxi drive away. I stay there until it turns on to the main road and disappears from sight.
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I’m still standing on the step when Jem walks across from the park and shouts, ‘Everything OK?’

‘Yes.’ I realise I’m holding my breath and I exhale with a loud sigh. ‘Just a bit of a mix-up with Amy and Bea.’

‘Oh . . . OK.’ She looks at me uncertainly. ‘Is Friday fine for me to finish off the room?’

My mind is still with Julian and for a moment I’m not sure what she’s talking about.

‘For Lisa,’ she reminds me, taking Adam’s hand before he steps out into the road. ‘One last coat and we’re there.’

‘Of course. Sorry.’ I shake my head. ‘It’s been a long day.’ Jem is more than just a good friend. She runs her own painting and decorating business and has been helping me fix up a room for my sister, who’s going to move in with us. ‘Friday’s ideal. Lisa should be coming out of hospital on Saturday.’

‘How’s she doing?’

‘She’s finished her second round of chemotherapy. We’ll find out tomorrow whether it’s done any good.’

‘It’s a cruel disease. Robbed me of my mum and dad just six months apart.’ She gives my upper arm a squeeze. ‘Fingers crossed it’s good news. I know how close you two are.’

‘I’m hoping the cancer will all be gone.’ I lean against the railing and fold my arms. ‘You read about these things in the papers, don’t you? People who were given two months to live and five years later they’re still going strong.’

‘How’s Wendy coping?’

‘She’s like me. Hoping for good news.’

‘Look, Mum!’ Adam has been climbing the railing and has managed to trap his feet in the spaces at the top where the horizontal and vertical bars meet. He is hanging upside down, swinging one arm and holding his T-shirt away from his face with the other. ‘I’m a monkey.’

We both laugh. Then Jem extracts him from the bars and turns him upright again. ‘Better get him home before he starts climbing the walls.’ She sets off along the pavement, shouting back, ‘See you Friday.’

‘See you then.’

Back inside, Wendy is getting ready to leave. ‘Bea’s making a good job of the vegetable patch out there,’ she says, gathering up her bag and nodding her head towards the window.

I glance out into the garden, where Bea is heaving the big rake backwards across a long strip of soil. She sees me watching her and waves up at me. I wave back and blow her a kiss. She pretends to try to catch it, reaching up so high that she falls backwards in a giggling heap.

‘What was happening with you and Julian earlier?’ Wendy says. ‘I caught the tail end of Amy saying something to Charlie about neither of you trusting her.’

I explain about Amy taking Bea to the end of the street. ‘She said she called up the stairs to me and she probably did, but I didn’t hear her and—’ I lower my voice. ‘In all honesty, I haven’t warmed to her. I know Charlie is bowled over by her, but’ – I force some carrier bags into the bottom drawer, then push it shut with my foot – ‘she’s not the easiest girl to like.’

‘I’ve always found her a little off.’

‘With any luck Charlie will get a new girlfriend soon.’

‘I wouldn’t bank on that,’ Wendy says. And then, ‘She made quite a play for him, didn’t she?’

‘She did. He couldn’t believe that a third-year with as many friends as she has would be interested in him.’

‘She comes in a package that’s hard to resist.’

‘She has sex appeal and she isn’t afraid to use it?’ I say.

Wendy gives me a knowing look.

‘You’re absolutely right.’ I sigh. ‘Step into the body of a nineteen-year-old boy and she’s practically irresistible.’ I give Wendy a kiss on the cheek. ‘Thank you for all your help today.’

‘Always welcome. You know that.’

Next morning I wake up late. Without Julian in bed beside me, it took longer than usual for me to fall to sleep. I lay for hours mulling over the day. Bea’s party was a success, but Julian’s reaction afterwards cast a shadow over it. He must be under more stress than I thought. I wonder whether the evidence isn’t stacking up quite as he’d hoped. The defence may well have thrown a spanner in the works, but what with Bea’s party and everything that’s been going on with Lisa, he can’t have had a chance to tell me yet.

Lisa. I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and silently pray that her last chemotherapy treatment hasn’t been for nothing. She is such an intrinsic part of my life, of the whole family’s lives, and to have her well again would be the best news we could have.

I spend a few minutes in the bathroom, then pull on some underwear and a grey velour tracksuit, and go downstairs. It’s already eight o’clock: breakfast time. I walk along the hallway and push open the kitchen door. Charlie is sitting on a high stool at the kitchen island with Bea on his knee. When she sees me, she slides off him and runs to me. She is wearing a pink corduroy pinafore with embroidered flowers round the hem, a white T-shirt, three strings of coloured beads and her Finding Nemo Wellingtons.

I lift her up to hug her. Her blonde hair is soft and wispy and smells of shampoo. ‘Have you had a bath this morning?’

‘She had chewing gum stuck in her hair,’ Charlie says through a mouthful of cereal.

‘What were you doing with chewing gum?’ I say, tickling her middle so that she giggles. ‘Were you going through Charlie’s bags again?’

‘I looked for his washing.’ She takes a big breath. ‘Mummy, you say – you always say – “Charlie!”’ She cups her hands around her mouth and shouts, ‘“Bring me your washing!”’ She drops her hands and pulls on the beads. ‘That’s what you do.’

‘So you were helping?’ I say.

She nods. ‘Because Charlie always comes home with washing. They don’t have wash machines at the ’versity.’

‘Or if they do, I haven’t found them yet,’ Charlie says, pretending to look sheepish.

Normally in student accommodation, Charlie’s living at home during exam week. He is in his first year at the University of Sussex, studying ecology and conservation. As the university is based in Brighton, he often pops home between lectures and so, in some ways, it feels as if he hasn’t really left. Perhaps I should have encouraged him to go further afield, but the course was perfect for him and I’m the first to admit that giving my children up is not something I’m good at. I want them to do well. I want them to be happy, to find partners and have children of their own, but I don’t want them so far away that I don’t see much of them. Sending Jack to boarding school was difficult enough, but then, as he had been offered a sports scholarship, I could hardly stand in his way. What’s more, Julian went to boarding school himself and felt that the set-up would only improve Jack’s grades and self-discipline. And for two years it did. Only recently has Jack’s behaviour started to slide.

‘What time did you get up, then, young lady?’ I say to Bea.

‘About half past six,’ Charlie says.

‘I’m sorry, love.’ Bea’s stool is already taken – her soft toy Bertie is perched on it – so I sit her down on the counter next to Charlie and kiss his cheek. ‘You should have woken me.’

‘You were out for the count,’ he says. ‘I didn’t have the heart to disturb you.’

‘Thank you for looking after her.’

‘That’s what big brothers are for,’ he says, winking at her.

‘And look, Mummy!’ She holds up strands of her hair. A whole section is shorter than the rest. ‘We had to cut it.’

‘It was the only way,’ Charlie says.

‘The only way,’ Bea echoes, nodding her head wisely.

‘Well, never mind.’ I walk behind her to put the kettle on. ‘These things happen.’

‘Why?’

‘Why do these things happen?’ I say.

She nods again.

‘Because chewing gum is meant for mouths, not hair. And anyway, you’re too young for it.’

She shakes her head. ‘Jack eats chew gum.’

Charlie tickles her knees. ‘Jack is sixteen and you’re only four.’

‘Next time I have a birthday, I’ll be five.’ She looks down at her fingers, then holds up two hands and six fingers. ‘See?’

Charlie takes her hands in his and counts her fingers with her. His head is bent close to hers, his mop of curly black hair, grown long around his ears and neck, contrasting with her blonde one. As he speaks, she looks up at him with wide-open eyes. I lean against the worktop and watch them. I’m smiling; I can’t help it. They are such opposites, an almost grown man and a small girl, and yet they have a deep connection. The age gap between them is over fifteen years but still they are devoted to one another.

I always wanted to have a large family and would have had half a dozen children if I could, but in spite of the fact that we never used contraception, I only fell pregnant three times. I had the two boys three years apart and then a twelve-year gap before Bea came along, a gift for the whole family and just at a time when we needed it most. My father had died unexpectedly of a heart attack and a year later Bea was born, a reason to celebrate and get back on with living. I feel proud to be their mother.

As if on cue, my mobile rings. It’s Jack. My signal is weak in the kitchen, so I go out into the hallway.

‘Morning, love. Sorry we didn’t ring you back yesterday afternoon. Dad went off to the airport and then time ran away from us. Bea was so tired she was in bed by seven.’

‘Dad sounded a bit weird when he hung up.’

‘It was nothing,’ I say. ‘What are you up to today?’

‘Revision. Sport . . . and stuff.’

He sounds subdued. He hasn’t been particularly reliable lately and I wonder whether he’s in trouble with his housemaster again or if it’s something to do with a girl. I decide not to push for details. It will only cause bad feeling, and I know the school will be in touch if there’s cause for concern. Still, I can’t help myself saying, ‘You are behaving, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah!’ He gives a derisory snort. ‘You always jump to the worst conclusions.’

‘I wonder why,’ I say, my tone as light-hearted as I can manage. ‘Your last term report wasn’t exactly glowing.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’ He doesn’t even try to keep the boredom from his voice. ‘I just called to wish Bea happy birthday for yesterday.’

‘I’ll get her for you.’

I call to Bea and she sits on the bottom stair, clutching my mobile to her ear, as she starts telling Jack all about her party. I go back into the kitchen, where Charlie is rinsing the breakfast dishes.

‘Jack?’ he asks me.

I nod.

‘What’s he up to?’

‘Revising, I think . . . I hope.’ I pour myself some coffee. ‘I’ve a feeling there’s more trouble on the horizon.’

‘I was too easy,’ Charlie says. ‘Makes Jack seem worse than he is.’

‘So it’s normal for teenage boys to lie to their parents, get cautioned by the police for carrying false ID and get spectacularly drunk on the contents of their friend’s parents’ drinks cabinet?’

‘You wait and see,’ Charlie says, handing me the milk. ‘By the time he’s twenty, he’ll be through with the dark side. He’ll be wearing cardigans and reading The Times.’

I laugh. ‘He doesn’t need to go that far. He just—’ I stop short of saying, He just needs to be a bit more like you, because I know it isn’t a fair comment. Charlie has always been straightforward. He is Julian all over again. He has the same sense of fun and fair play and a solid core of common sense. He doesn’t need to rebel. He has an easy relationship with the world around him.

And much as I find it hard to admit, Jack is like I was. A bit too impulsive. A bit too loud when he needs to be quiet, a bit too forceful when he needs to back off. I remember comparisons were always being made between Lisa and me: ‘If only Claire could be more like her sister’; ‘If only she was content to listen and accept instead of always arguing every point.’ Comparisons between children are never fair and I, of all people, should know better.

‘You’re right,’ I say to Charlie. ‘He’ll come round.’

‘Second-child syndrome. They push harder against the boundaries. It’s natural.’

‘And how did you become so wise?’

He shrugs. ‘Ask my mum and dad.’

I smile.

‘Talking of Dad . . . is he OK now?’

‘I think so. I haven’t spoken to him since he left. I’ll call him this evening. See how his meetings are going.’

‘He really went off on one,’ Charlie says. ‘He’s normally Mr Cool and he was acting like disaster had struck.’

‘We all behave against type occasionally.’

‘Yeah, but not Dad.’

‘He’s only human, Charlie,’ I say. ‘He has a lot going on with the case.’

‘He’ll get Georgiev this time, though, won’t he?’

‘The odds are definitely in the prosecution’s favour, but Georgiev’s crafty. I wouldn’t be surprised if the defence have something up their sleeve.’ I take a bite of a leftover crust of toast. ‘Amy still asleep?’

‘She’ll be down in a minute. She’s meeting one of her tutors in the library.’

Suddenly the kitchen door flies open and Bea comes running back in, a look of concentration on her face. She pulls the heavy fridge door open and stands on tiptoes to reach last night’s leftover chicken. I expect her to put some in her mouth, but instead she crams pieces into the pocket in her pinafore.

‘What are you doing, Bea?’ Charlie and I say at the same time.

‘Douglas likes chicken. Miss Percival says I can give him a treat if he sits nicely.’

‘Ah!’ Charlie hunkers down beside her. ‘Miss Percival’s little West Highland terrier?’

‘He comes on Weds-days and we take him for a walk.’

‘Why don’t we put the chicken into a plastic bag?’ I say.

‘Miss Percival says plastic bags are bad for the ’vironment.’ She gives me a you-should-know-better look. ‘The birds are sick because it stays in their neck.’ She makes a coughing noise and then puts her right hand over her throat. ‘Like that.’

‘Oh dear.’ I retrieve a piece of chicken meat from her right Wellington boot and put it in the bin.

‘Why do birds try to eat bags?’ she says, the question creasing her forehead.

‘They don’t mean to. They’re nosing around for food and they eat the bag by mistake.’ I open a cupboard and find a small plastic box. ‘Look!’ I hold it out to her. ‘We can put the chicken in this.’

Her face lights up. ‘It can be Douglas’s treat box!’

‘Exactly.’

Charlie helps her transfer the chicken from her pocket into the box.

‘Douglas is having puppies,’ she tells him.

‘I thought Douglas was a boy,’ he says.

‘He made friends with a lady dog and she is having puppies.’ She looks up at me. ‘Miss Percival says I can have one.’

‘Does she now?’

‘Well, she didn’t say, but she says . . . she says . . .’ she jumps in the air a couple of times as she thinks ‘. . . I’m good with animals.’

‘And she’s right – you are.’ I kiss the top of her head. ‘And we need to get going otherwise we’ll be late.’

She follows me into the hallway. ‘So can I have a puppy?’

‘Let’s ask Daddy when he comes home, shall we?’ In fact Julian and I have already talked it through with each other and with Miss Percival and have decided that we will buy one of the pups. Although Bea isn’t old enough to completely care for an animal, she is old enough to help and she has been asking for her own dog for as long as she’s been able to talk.

I look through the window out on to the street. The morning began with a summer rain shower, but this is now long gone and the sun is warming the pavements, steam rising lazily upwards. ‘Do you want to wear your sandals?’

She points down at her feet. ‘My Nemo boots.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I have to bring Bertie.’ She runs back into the kitchen to get him. In recent months there are two things Bea won’t be parted from: her boots and Bertie. She wears her boots everywhere and can only just be persuaded to take them off at night, when she puts them neatly by the bed ready to wear first thing in the morning. And then there’s Bertie. Wherever Bea goes Bertie goes too. He is a brown, furry, bedraggled creature with one ear beginning to fray and the stitching at his foot coming away, but she won’t let me fix him. He doesn’t like needles, she told me. They make him cry.

I slide my feet into a pair of sturdy, comfortable sandals and open the door into the porch.

‘Are you going out like that?’ Amy has come down the stairs and is staring at me.

‘Yes.’ I glance down at myself. The velour tracksuit is a bit worn, the grey faded with frequent washing, but it’s one of my favourites. ‘I’m only walking to nursery.’

‘Just looks a bit . . .’ she hesitates as her eyes make a final critical appraisal ‘. . . tired.’

‘Well, I suppose—’

‘You should make more of yourself.’ She walks past me and heads towards the kitchen. ‘While you still have a figure.’

Charming. Perhaps I should be flattered that she thinks there’s still hope for me, but, as is often the case when conversing with Amy, I’m left feeling that unless I’m willing to tackle her head on, I’m unlikely to get my point across.

I help Bea slide on her backpack, Bertie’s head poking out of the top, and we set off down the steps. She skips along beside me, interested in everything around her, and we haven’t even left the street when she veers off the pavement to peer at a dead frog in the gutter. The innards fan out from its squashed body like the trailing tentacles of a jellyfish.

She pokes it with the toe of her boot. ‘Is it dead, Mummy?’

‘Yes, it’s dead.’

We are standing between parked cars and the one directly in front of us has two men inside. One is on his mobile and is looking through the side window towards the park. The other man is watching us and gives me a polite smile. I smile too and try to persuade Bea back on to the pavement. She is still soaking in the macabre sight of the frog: legs splayed, one eye popped from its socket on to the road and what was once a stomach now an empty sack.

‘Poor frog.’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Now let’s get going. Douglas will be waiting.’

After a few more seconds she drags her eyes away and we walk to nursery. Miss Percival is standing at the door of the classroom waiting to welcome in the children. Bea and I are the first to arrive. Wednesday is a special day because it’s the day Douglas comes along. When he sees Bea, his tail starts to wag and he strains on his lead to reach her. She runs to greet him, crouching down beside him to stroke his head.

‘Look, Mummy!’ She is giggling. ‘His tail is polishing the floor.’

Douglas is sitting down, his tail swishing from side to side on the wooden floorboards.

‘So it is!’

‘He wants some chicken.’ She stands up and swings her backpack off her shoulders.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ I say, looking at Miss Percival. ‘She has a treat box for Douglas.’

‘Not at all. But, Bea, perhaps you might fill up his water dish first? He’s thirsty after the walk over here.’

‘Yes, Miss Percival.’ She wends her way across the floor, around tables and chairs until she gets to the big sink.

‘Did your husband get away OK yesterday?’ Miss Percival asks me.

‘Yes, thank you.’ I’m watching Bea as she climbs up on to a little wooden stool so that she can reach the taps.

‘There’s a lot going on for you and your family at the moment,’ Miss Percival says, and then she clears her throat. ‘Bea has mentioned the trial.’

‘Has she?’ I stare at her, surprised. ‘In what context?’

‘Children talk as they play. About their lives and what’s going on at home.’ She manages to make this sound both sinister and secretive, and then she adds, ‘Parents don’t always realise quite how much their children pick up on.’

‘I’m sure.’ In fact I’m well aware that Bea is in the habit of listening in on adults, absorbing snippets of information here and there. She often tells me about conversations she’s overheard and I’m not surprised to know that some of it spills out when she’s at nursery. But both Julian and I try hard to prevent her from hearing anything that might upset her, especially if it relates to his work or to Lisa’s illness. ‘What has she said?’

‘That her daddy was putting a bad man in prison.’

I raise my eyebrows. ‘That’s the nub of it, I suppose.’ I pick Bea’s backpack up off the floor and hang it on her peg. ‘But she didn’t seem worried by it, did she?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Not exactly?’ I repeat. I’m frowning with concern and she blushes, looks down and moves back a step.

‘I was just anxious about the effect her father’s job and her aunt’s illness might be having on her,’ she says stiffly.

‘That’s kind,’ I say, ‘but I think we’re managing to shield her from the worst of both those things.’ I turn and look along the corridor, mindful that other mothers are arriving and are beginning to form a queue, waiting to hand their children over. ‘But if you have any specific concerns, then please tell me.’

‘Of course.’

She gives me a tight smile and turns away. I feel like a child who’s been dismissed and I almost leave there and then, but Bea is walking towards me, her face solid with concentration. She has filled the water dish to the brim and is taking small steps to ensure it doesn’t spill on to the floor. I give her a careful kiss goodbye, then turn to go. Miss Percival has already been cornered by another mother and I smile at her and at everyone in general, then walk towards the door.

My skin prickles. I know how much Bea loves coming to nursery. More than that, I know that Miss Percival is especially fond of Bea. In fact Adam told Jem that Bea was Miss Percival’s favourite. Nevertheless, whenever I talk to Miss Percival, I’m often left feeling that there’s a subtext I’m not tuning in to. This isn’t helped by the fact that we haven’t yet made it to first-name terms. She’s younger than I am by a good ten years and several times I have asked her to call me Claire, but she persists in being formal with me. And yet I hear her call most of the other mums by their first names and they call her Mary. I’ve trawled my memory for a moment when I might have rubbed her up the wrong way, but I’ve never been able to come up with anything. It feels like she wants to keep her distance from me, but then she breaks this by asking me quite specific questions about Julian and Lisa. Only last week she was asking me about Lisa’s treatment and whether she would soon be out of hospital. And the week before that she asked me how I’d met Julian and how long we’d been married. It’s like she’s on a seesaw, a push and pull of wanting to know my family and yet not.

I walk away shaking my head. I don’t know what to make of her and I don’t see any point in dwelling on it.
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We moved to Brighton from London just over five years ago and it took me a while to appreciate the flavour of the city. Just as the Thames adds colour and history to London’s identity, the sea brings a similar sense of power and timelessness to Brighton’s. It looms large across the southern edge of the city. Devoid of curves and twists, the coastline stretches in one long, uninterrupted line, a clear delineation between land and sea. The beach isn’t sandy; it’s covered in pebbles large and small, and Bea and I have spent many a happy afternoon pottering along the shoreline collecting shells, then spreading a towel on the pebbles to eat a picnic and watch the boats go by. I was brought up further inland, so I’m not someone who was used to living by the sea, but the longer I live in Brighton, the more I enjoy it. Today, as I walk back from nursery, the sea is slate grey and calm, its glassy expanse spreading as far as the eye can see. I stand and watch the waves break gently on the shore. Sunlight glints off the fire-damaged remains of the west pier, gradually being eroded by weather and water. The closest section, already collapsed, is half submerged in the waves, the twisted metal all that’s left of better times.

Leaving the prom behind, I walk home along Western Road, stopping at the wholefood shop to buy some provisions. For the last month I’ve employed a cook, a young Turkish woman called Sezen Serbest. I’m not used to having help in the house – not since the boys were young and I worked full-time – but Sezen has been a godsend. When Lisa was diagnosed with cancer, our lives changed. Just like Wendy, Lisa had been an almost daily visitor to our home, a much-welcomed aunt, sister and sister-in-law. But the last year has seen her spending more and more time in hospital, for chemotherapy treatment and for a series of complications that have led to weeks of in-patient care. It didn’t take us long to realise that the hospital food was at best palatable and at worst downright inedible. Just at the time when she needed food that was as nutritious and health-affirming as possible, Lisa was eating the worst diet she had ever had. At first I cooked for her, taking food in at lunchtimes. This worked well for a while, but I soon realised that although I knew the principles of good nutrition, if Lisa was to be given the best possible chance of survival, I needed to up my game. After looking on the Internet, I found out about macrobiotics. At that point I knew nothing about this type of diet, apart from what I’d picked up in a few articles I’d read in glossy magazines that mentioned it was a favourite with the Hollywood A-listers. With an emphasis on whole grains and vegetables, macrobiotic cooking was shown not just to encourage good health but to have therapeutic benefits. That was enough for me. I found Sezen, an experienced macrobiotic cook, through an agency and she comes in for four hours every day. At first she prepared food solely for Lisa, but gradually she has been teaching me dishes to make for the whole family.

When I reach the house, I go straight through the hallway and into the kitchen. Sezen is standing at the island in the middle of the kitchen using a spatula to move biscuits from a baking tray on to a wire rack.

‘You have been shopping!’

‘Thought I might as well. Miso, bulgur wheat and I even managed to get a daikon.’ I dump the bags on the kitchen table. ‘I could murder a cup of tea. And those biscuits.’ I breathe in the smell. ‘Can I steal one?’

‘Of course!’ She laughs. She is small and neat with dark hair tied in a plait that hangs halfway down her back. ‘They are sweetened with malt syrup.’ She watches me while I bite into one. ‘I thought you could take some to Lisa when you visit her at lunch, and I have made some soup.’ She lifts the lid and I place my head over the rising steam.

‘Wonderful!’ I say appreciatively. ‘It smells of cinnamon.’

‘It is warming,’ she says. ‘And the biscuit?’

I savour the taste in my mouth. Raisins and oaty crunch. ‘Delicious.’ I switch the kettle on. ‘Tea?’

‘No, thank you.’

She never says yes, but I always ask her anyway. I know she takes working for me just as seriously as if she was employed in a hotel or somewhere similar where breaks were regulated.

‘Charlie has gone out. He told me to let you know he will collect Bea at one o’clock.’

‘Great.’ I make a cup of tea for myself, take another biscuit and sit down on the sofa by the window. ‘So it’s the big day tomorrow, Sezen.’

‘Our move down from London? Yes. Lara and I are both looking forward to living in Brighton. The air here is fresher. Being close to the sea will be a joy. And it will make coming to work so much easier. There are my hours for you and also I start maternity cover for a café in Hove next month.’

‘Are you all packed?’

‘Our suitcases are ready.’

‘Do you have a lot of stuff?’

‘Not so much. Lara wanted to bring absolutely everything, but I told her to select only her favourite things. The rest we have given away to some of the other children who live close by.’

‘How are you travelling?’

‘We will manage on the train.’

‘On the train?’ I can’t hide my surprise. ‘But Lara’s only four and you will have all your belongings with you.’

‘Yes.’ Her amber eyes look into mine. ‘We will need to move slowly, but we will manage.’

I shake my head. ‘I can easily come to collect you. I’m sorry I didn’t think to offer sooner.’

‘No, no, no.’ She shakes her right index finger at me. ‘You must not do that.’

All her worldly goods, plus her young daughter, on a train? The mind boggles. ‘Really, Sezen. I want to come for you. Please let me. Bea will be at nursery. I have the time.’

She pushes out her bottom lip, half thinking, half doubtful. I reassure her that it’s the least I can do after all she has done for me. She gives in then, but I can see that she’s still reluctant. ‘It’s absolutely no trouble.’ I look at my watch, then stand up. ‘I should get going to the hospital.’

‘Here is Lisa’s lunch.’ Sezen hands me the bag she has prepared. ‘I put some of Bea’s birthday cake in there too. I know it is not macrobiotic, but treats every now and then do not do any harm.’

We arrange a time and place to meet tomorrow and I go out to my car. The hospital is only a ten-minute drive away, and while parking is never easy, I’ve sussed out a side street close by where there is invariably a space. The ward is particularly quiet today. Often there are nurses bustling in and out of Lisa’s side room, but not at the moment. I stand at the door and watch her through the glass. She is fast asleep, her cheeks the colour of the bed sheets, in stark contrast to the blood that’s running from a bag on a drip-stand into a vein in her left arm.

‘She’s washed out today.’ One of the nurses has stopped beside me. ‘Her haemoglobin is low – that’s why she has the blood up.’

‘And the rest of the test results?’ I turn to face her, apprehension filling the space in my throat.
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