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And Now You’re Back is the thirty-second fabulous, feel-good novel from Jill Mansell, whose books have sold over 11 million copies around the world.
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One magical winter’s night in Venice, Didi fell in love. But it ended - and he left without even saying goodbye.


Now, thirteen years on, Shay Mason is back.


Of course the old spark is still there, but that’s as far as it goes. Didi won’t let the past unsettle her present: as manager of one of the most stunning hotels in the Cotswolds, she’s happy at last and soon to be married. Anyway, Shay isn’t staying. He’s made a promise to his wayward father, that’s all. He’s going to keep it. And then he’ll be gone.


But Shay’s return stirs up long-forgotten emotions in idyllic Elliscombe, and the scandal that led him to leave raises its head once again. More than one person isn’t telling the whole truth. The time has come for buried secrets to come to light. And it seems that this was someone’s intention all along . . .


From the beloved and bestselling author of Maybe This Time and It Started With A Secret comes a fabulous new novel about love, friendship and finding the way to your best life.




This book is dedicated to my brilliant readers.


Thank you so much for buying – or borrowing – my books.


You’re all wonderful! xxx
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Chapter 1


‘My God, my ears.’ The person in the corridor outside their hotel room was cracking up. ‘What’s that horrible noise?’


Didi, wearing only a bath towel, pulled a face at the closed door and shouted back defiantly, ‘It’s called singing.’ Honestly, here they were in Venice, one of the most miraculous cities on the planet, and there always had to be one comedian trying to bring you down.


‘You can call it singing,’ her critic observed. ‘Some might call it caterwauling.’


They heard the sound of his footsteps fade as he clattered up the rickety staircase to the boys’ rooms on the top floor.


Didi said, ‘Shay Mason thinks he’s so hilarious.’


‘You were a bit out of tune,’ Layla told her. ‘To be fair.’


Layla was always fair; it was really annoying.


‘I don’t know why you invited him. He doesn’t even go to our school.’ Well, she could hazard a guess. As Layla carefully applied a second coat of turquoise mascara, Didi met her friend’s gaze in the age-spotted antique mirror and raised an eyebrow.


‘Don’t go giving me one of your looks,’ said Layla. ‘He’s been kind to me, that’s all. I told you about the time those other boys were taking the mickey, and he stopped them doing it. I don’t fancy him.’


‘Not even a bit?’


‘No!’


‘OK, I believe you, thousands wouldn’t.’ Didi broke into a playful grin and turned up the radio as her favourite Elton John track began to play. ‘I only asked.’ Grabbing her hairbrush and holding it like a microphone, she sang off-key at the top of her voice, ‘I’M STILL STANDING, YEAH YEAH YEAH.’


‘He’ll be able to hear that.’ Layla pointed at the ceiling.


‘Oh I’m counting on it,’ said Didi.


What had just happened? Didi’s eyes snapped open; something had woken her. Turning her head to one side to check the alarm clock, she saw that it was 3.10 in the morning.


‘Don’t put the prawns on my feet,’ muttered Layla from the other bed.


Right, OK. Now she knew what had interrupted her sleep.


‘Just get into the washing machine,’ Layla mumbled. ‘You’re all blue.’


Didi smiled to herself, because listening to Layla talking in her sleep was always fun. But that was it; after an irritable ‘Not the dog biscuits,’ Layla turned to face the opposite wall and began snoring gently once more.


Wide awake now, Didi saw an eerie greyish light and flickers of movement filtering through the gap in the curtains. Sliding out of bed, she crept across the room and peered out of the window. Incredibly, it was snowing outside, fat flakes falling like feathers from an inky sky. Snow in Venice, during February half-term; who’d have thought it? When they’d come upstairs to bed four hours ago, it had been bitingly cold, but still no one had expected this to happen.


She pressed her nose against the icy glass and peered left and right, drinking in as much of the view as she could see. But there really wasn’t much of one; Calle Ciati was a winding back street, dark and silent. She’d be able to see so much more from the front of the hotel, which overlooked the canal.


Venice. In the snow. But what if it all disappeared by morning?


Layla was completely out for the count; she might no longer be actually snoring, but her lips were making a small pfff noise with each regular exhalation. She loved to sleep and couldn’t bear being woken even a minute before it was time to get up.


Five minutes later, bundled up and clutching her yellow bobble hat, Didi crept down the ornate staircase, reaching the deserted vestibule and silently letting herself out of the hotel. Oh wow, it was amazing; the snow was already several inches deep, soft and creaking underfoot as she turned left and made her way along the narrow street. A couple of other people had taken the same journey earlier, their footprints already disappearing as the snow fell faster, but there was no one else in sight. Didi was alone but felt entirely safe, although she took care to keep away from the potentially slippery edges when the next pathway led her to one of the back-street canals.


Then she made the final turn and there it was, the vast expanse of St Mark’s Square stretching out before her. Her heart soared at the sight. It was spectacular enough in daylight, but now, blanketed in white and with the snowflakes tumbling down, it was utterly magical. St Mark’s Basilica, topped with gold and fronted by the ornate sky-high flagpoles, looked like an illuminated wedding cake. Over to her right, a couple were locked in each other’s arms, kissing. To the left, someone else was building a snowman. A few other people, drawn by the snow, were taking photographs and a woman in a full-length white faux-fur coat carried a dachshund in her arms as she made her way diagonally across the square and passed the Campanile before disappearing from view.


Didi pushed her hands into the pockets of her own rather less glamorous outfit, more of a knee-length padded anorak than a coat, but at least it was warm and waterproof. Having observed the energetic creator of the snowman for a couple of minutes, she found herself moving closer before realising with a jolt who it was.


Oh great. Instinctively she spun around, facing away and catching her breath whilst working out what to do next. A part of her was furious with Shay Mason for ruining this once-in-a-lifetime experience, because up until five seconds ago she’d been so blissfully wrapped up in the wonder of it, and now she was going to have to head back to the— 


Whoomph! A snowball hit the ground just to the left of her, skidding past before disintegrating like powdered smoke.


Ha, not as clever as he thought he was. With an air of triumph, Didi turned and said, ‘Missed.’


Across the ten-metre distance separating them, Shay Mason called back, ‘I meant to miss.’


‘Of course you did.’


‘Don’t move,’ he ordered, reaching down to scoop up and swiftly pack together another snowball.


Didi stayed where she was, wondering if it was going to hit her in the chest. Like a fast bowler, Shay took aim and threw the snowball. The first had landed two feet to her left. This one landed two feet to the other side of her. Shay did a small bow, then broke into a grin. ‘If I’d wanted to get you, I could. But I’m a gentleman, so I wouldn’t do that.’


‘You’re never going to win a snowball fight.’ Didi found herself reluctantly smiling in return.


‘I’m a lover, not a fighter.’ He paused, then shook his head. ‘That’s probably the wrong thing to say. All I really want to do is finish building this snowman. You could give me a hand if you like.’


‘Could I?’


His eyes were bright. ‘You can even sing.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Didi. ‘You had to go there.’


‘I was only teasing earlier.’ The grin broadened. ‘You have the voice of an angel.’


‘The voice of an angel who sometimes sings off-key. It’s OK, I know it’s not always great. I just love doing it anyway.’


He tilted his head. ‘So are you going to stay and give me a hand?’


‘May as well.’ Snowflakes were landing on his hair and lashes, settling on the shoulders of his navy jacket. ‘Seems like you could do with some help from an expert.’


It took them a good thirty minutes, but at last their snowman was completed and looking magnificent. Standing five feet high, with twenty-cent coins for eyes, an abandoned stripy scarf wrapped around his neck and Didi’s yellow bobble hat providing the finishing touch, he wore a jaunty smile fashioned from discarded bottle caps.


A group of Spanish tourists applauded their efforts and offered them a swig from their bottle of Prosecco. Spotting another unopened bottle protruding from the overcoat pocket of one of the men, Shay asked in broken Spanish if he could buy it and offered him a twenty-euro note.


When the Spaniards had left, they collected two chairs from the dozens laid out in front of the café behind them and planted them next to their magnificent creation. As the snowflakes continued to tumble helter-skelter, Shay removed the wire cage from around the bottle’s cork and passed it to Didi, who used it to give their snowman a nose. He popped the cork and they took it in turns to drink from the bottle before setting it down in the snow between them. Then together they sat back, side by side, to properly take in the beauty of their surroundings.


‘So here we are.’ Shay’s bare fingers were loosely clasped as they rested on his chest. ‘I know your name and I know where you live, but not much more than that. Why don’t you tell me something fascinating about you?’


Didi considered the question. They both lived in Elliscombe and were in their last year at school, but the social circles they moved in were entirely different and seldom overlapped. She and Layla attended Stonebank Hall, several miles north of the town, and their parents were able to afford the fees, plus such luxuries as holidays abroad. By way of contrast, Shay Mason was in his final year at the local comprehensive at the opposite end of town, his mum had died six years ago and his dad was currently in prison. Again.


But those facts alone might give a stranger the wrong idea about Shay, who didn’t appear to feel remotely hard done by and who’d always brimmed with confidence. As Didi thought this, it occurred to her that she appeared to know more about him than he did about her, probably because his upbringing had been that much more interesting to observe and other people had loved to gossip about him. Over the years, whilst his father had spent varying periods of time languishing at Her Majesty’s pleasure, Shay had convinced his social workers that he’d be staying with the parents of various school friends before stealthily moving back into the family home and looking after himself whilst working hard at school and simultaneously holding down two or three part-time jobs during the evenings and weekends. He and his clothes were always clean. He had charm, coupled with confidence and the ability to chat easily with anyone at all. He was tall and lean, built like an athlete. And of course it didn’t do any harm that he possessed the kind of glowing good looks that made him irresistible to far more than his fair share of admirers.


Charisma, that was the indefinable quality. People either had it or they didn’t. It would be easy to feel sorry for anyone else whose upbringing had been so chaotic and unpromising, but you wouldn’t feel sorry for Shay Mason. 


Anyway, he’d asked her a question. ‘I can pick up a pencil with my bare toes,’ said Didi.


‘Useful.’


‘It is useful.’


‘And you can actually write messages with it?’


‘Of course, but I’m not going to do it now. Your turn. What’s fascinating about you?’


Promptly he replied, ‘I can fit a whole crumpet in my mouth in one go.’


She nodded, impressed. ‘Equally useful.’


‘Can I ask you another question? Why did Layla invite me along on this trip?’


It had been one of Layla’s father’s typically expansive gestures. He’d asked her how she’d like to celebrate her eighteenth birthday, and Layla had said she’d always wanted to visit Venice, thinking that it would be a family holiday. Instead, her dad had told her to pick nine friends so she could celebrate with them in style, creating memories that would last a lifetime. To avoid mayhem, her parents had come along too, in order to pay for everything and keep the party under control.


‘She told me you were kind to her,’ said Didi. ‘Something about a group of boys taking the mickey out of her one night in town. But you stepped in, sorted them out and walked her home.’ She paused, because Shay was observing her closely. ‘Why are you looking at me like that? Did it not happen?’


‘Oh yes, it happened. And it was really good of Layla to ask me along. It was just . . . you know, unexpected.’ His brief smile indicated what he meant. Out of the ten of them here in Venice, nine were from the two local private schools and socialised together. Shay was the only one from the comprehensive and certainly the only one with a jailbird dad.


‘She wanted you here.’ Didi brushed away a snowflake that had landed like a feather on her nose. ‘She likes you.’


‘What kind of like?’ Shay’s silver-blue gaze was unwavering. ‘That’s why I’m asking you. Does she just like me as a friend because I’m an awesome person – which I definitely am, by the way – or does she fancy me?’


‘And you’re asking me this because you want her to fancy you?’


‘I don’t want that. She’s a lovely girl, but . . . no.’ He shook his head. ‘But I don’t want to hurt her feelings either.’


They paused whilst an elderly man drew closer in order to admire their snowman then smiled and nodded before continuing across the square.


‘I asked her this evening, before dinner,’ said Didi. ‘And she said no, she just likes you as a friend. No plans for anything more.’


‘OK. Well, good to know.’ Clearly relieved, Shay raked his damp blonde hair back from his forehead. ‘Out of interest, any other reason you can think of for her inviting me?’


Didi recalled sitting in the kitchen of Layla’s house whilst she’d been compiling her list of invitees. When Shay’s name had come up, Layla’s mum Rosa had said, ‘Would he get on with your other friends?’ and Layla had replied, ‘Of course he would, Shay gets on with everyone. And I bet he’s never had a holiday in his life.’


Was that what he was asking now? She wasn’t about to tell him he’d been added to the list as an act of charity. Instead she said, ‘No other reason. She’s just grateful you rescued her from the idiots that time. And I can’t believe you aren’t even wearing gloves.’ She changed the subject and pointed to his hands. ‘Aren’t they freezing?’


In response, he reached across and briefly rested his fingers against her left cheek. They were unbelievably warm. ‘I have excellent circulation. Second to none. Another of my talents.’


Didi bent down to collect the bottle of Prosecco wedged upright in a mound of snow. She took another fizzy swig, passed it across, then watched him drink before resting the base of the bottle on one knee. ‘I can’t believe we’re sitting here at four in the morning, in front of the Basilica.’ Her gesture encompassed the white marble, the Byzantine architecture with its ornate gold detailing, blurred now by the steadily falling snow.


Shay nodded in agreement. ‘When I woke up and looked out of the window, I had to come outside and see it properly for myself.’


‘And build a snowman.’


‘Sometimes these things just have to be done.’


Didi found herself wanting to learn more about him. ‘What A levels are you taking?’


‘Maths, physics, chemistry, English. You?’


‘English, history and art.’ She paused. ‘You must miss your mum.’


Shay took another glug of Prosecco, then passed the bottle back to her. ‘Of course I miss her. But it’s been six years now. You kind of get used to the way things are.’


Here, in this moment, it seemed as if a connection had been forged between them; Didi felt as if she could ask him anything. ‘What’s it like to have your dad in prison? Sorry, tell me if I’m being too nosy.’


‘No worries. People always ask me that question. It’s the kind of thing they want to hear about.’ He shrugged. ‘Again, I don’t really know any different. It’s like me asking you what it’s like to have two honest law-abiding parents who live and work together and own a luxury hotel. That’s your life and you don’t stop to wonder how it feels, because you’re used to it.’


He was right, she lived a privileged life and took it for granted. She said, ‘It must be horrible for you when he . . . goes away.’


‘It is. But again, I’m used to it. And then I’m glad when he gets out. It’s always great to have him home again.’ Shay shrugged easily. ‘I know he’s a bit of a nightmare, but he’s still my dad and I love him. He’s all the family I’ve got.’


Didi still couldn’t believe she was having this conversation with someone she barely knew. She found herself really looking at him for the first time, at his relaxed body, his damp blonde hair and carved cheekbones. ‘You’re doing so much better than most people would in your situation.’


‘I know.’


‘Modest too.’


He smiled. ‘When everyone in town expects you to go off the rails and follow in your father’s footsteps, it kind of makes you want to go the other way, just to prove them wrong. And now I have another question. What’s Didi short for? Or is it a nickname?’


‘My name’s really Danielle, but when I was little I couldn’t say it. When my mum and dad tried to teach me, it came out as Didi instead. Started off as a family joke, then after a while it just kind of stuck.’ She shrugged. ‘I’ve been Didi ever since.’


‘Cute.’


‘It wasn’t my fault. I blame my teeth.’ 


‘Of course it was their fault.’ He grinned and sang teasingly, ‘Guilty teeth have got no rhythm.’


‘You’re hilarious.’ But she was smiling too.


‘Are you getting cold now?’


Didi was starting to shiver. ‘Tiny bit.’


‘Well we can’t go in without taking a few photos.’ He reached into the pocket of his navy padded jacket and pulled out a disposable camera. She took a snap of him standing in front of the Basilica with his arm flung around the shoulders of their magnificent snowman. Then it was his turn to take one of her in the same position, followed by another as she twirled with her arms outstretched and her head tilted back, catching snowflakes on her tongue.


Finally, having beckoned a passing Venetian across to do the honours, they had a photo taken of the two of them together, standing either side of the snowman with the bottle of Prosecco clutched to his snowy chest.


‘Grazie mille, signor,’ Shay called after him as the Venetian trudged away in the direction of the Campanile, and Didi was quietly impressed by his facility with languages, seeing as this was his first trip abroad.


‘My toes have gone numb,’ she said as they returned the chairs to the café and prepared to set off through the narrow streets that would lead them back to the hotel.


‘Don’t forget this.’ He grabbed the yellow bobble hat from the snowman and gave it a shake.


Didi pulled it on. ‘That’s just making me colder.’ Her teeth were starting to chatter now.


Shay removed the hat, grinning as she brushed melting snow from her hair. ‘Can I just say? This has been fun. I’m really glad we did it.’


He was standing directly in front of her, his breath warm on her face. The fingers of his left hand made brief contact with her cheek as he lifted aside a wet strand of hair. Didi felt her own breath catch in her throat. His mouth was only inches from hers and all of a sudden it seemed as if he might be about to kiss her.


More to the point, all of a sudden she found herself wanting it to happen with every fibre of her being.


But it didn’t.


‘Come on, let’s get back,’ said Shay.


Didi nodded in agreement, because what else could she do? Fling her arms around his neck and wail, ‘But I thought you were going to kiss me! I was waiting for you to do it!’


No, that would be the opposite of cool.


As they began to make their way back to the hotel, he said, ‘Are we going to tell the others about this?’


‘I was just wondering that.’ If they did, would everyone assume they’d sneaked out together? Would they be teased unmercifully for the rest of the trip and possibly for months to come? ‘Might be easier not to.’


‘I think so too. And tomorrow when we come to the square, we won’t say anything when they see the snowman. It’ll be our secret.’


When they reached the hotel, he paused in the narrow street and Didi’s foolish heart did another skip, because maybe now the kiss was going to happen.


But no, double disappointment; all Shay did was slide his key card out of his jeans pocket and use it to open the front door of the small hotel. Then, having brushed the snow from their jackets and wiped it off their trainers, they made their way silently up the stairs.


On the third floor landing, he whispered, ‘See you tomorrow. Our secret.’


‘See you.’ Baffled, Didi wondered why it hadn’t happened. What was wrong with him, for heaven’s sake? Shay Mason should be flattered she’d wanted him to kiss her; he should have jumped at the chance.


Three hours later, she was woken by a whoop of delight followed by a great thud as Layla bounced onto the end of her bed.


‘Oh my God, you have to get up!’


‘Why? Ow,’ said Didi as her feet got landed on.


‘You aren’t going to believe this,’ Layla shrieked. ‘It’s been snowing.’




Chapter 2 


Thirteen years later


Sometimes you had a few minutes to catch your breath before starting work. Other times you didn’t.


Sylvia, the assistant manager, beckoned her over to the reception desk. ‘Didi, the American guy in the Midsummer Suite’s kicking up a fuss, something about too much noise. He’s demanding to see whoever’s in charge.’


Didi shook her head; last night Myron Miller had complained loudly in the restaurant that he’d asked for chips to be served with his steak but had been given French fries instead, necessitating a gentle explanation that over here in the UK, chips were crisps. Needless to say, he’d found this un-American and frankly unacceptable. 


And this morning he was at it again; something about the finest suite in the hotel was clearly irking him. Such were the joys of keeping the customer satisfied. Didi said, ‘I’ll go and see him now.’


She took the narrow stairs two at a time and reached the Midsummer Suite on the third floor. As their pernickety guest flung open the door in response to her knock, she began, ‘Mr Miller—’


‘You gotta major problem with the electricity supply in this place.’ Myron Miller shook his bear-like head. ‘Like, you guys need to call a professional in to sort it, before someone gets electrocuted.’


The thought ran through Didi’s head: If only it could be you. But because she was a professional, she put on her concerned face and said, ‘Mr Miller, I’m so sorry about this. Why don’t you show me what’s wrong?’


‘Because if someone dies, you guys are gonna get your asses sued, I’ll tell ya that for nothing. Come on, get yourself in here and you’ll see what I’m talking about.’ He ushered her inside, then gestured with an air of triumph. ‘Hear that? And even if it isn’t dangerous, it’s still totally unacceptable. You can’t expect people to sleep with that kind of racket going on.’


The last time a guest had complained about a terrible racket, it had been the sound of blackbirds singing in the trees outside their window. This wasn’t birdsong, though; it was a muffled low-level buzzing sound of an electrical nature. As Didi made her way around the suite, it soon became apparent where the noise was coming from.


Oh please, not that.


‘I don’t think it’s a problem with our electricity supply,’ she told Myron.


‘It’s been going on for three hours now.’ He glared at her. ‘So whatever it is, you need to sort it out pretty damn quick.’


Well, when you put it that way. Crossing the room, Didi bent down and listened, then rested her fingertips on the lid of Myron Miller’s gleaming Samsonite suitcase. She turned and said pleasantly, ‘It’s coming from inside your case. Do you want to deal with it or shall I?’


It could have been a lot worse; luckily it wasn’t. With a sudden bark of laughter, Myron unearthed the sonic toothbrush that had presumably managed to turn itself on when he’d jammed it back into his washbag. He switched it off and the buzzing stopped. ‘Well wouldja believe that? It didn’t sound like my toothbrush from all the way in there.’


An apology was clearly too much to hope for, but Didi was used to this by now. She said cheerfully, ‘Glad that’s sorted out. And is there anything else at all I can help you with?’


But Myron Miller had already lost interest. Engrossed in his phone, he said absently, ‘No, I’m good. You can go.’


As she let herself out of the room, the voice of another American male inside the Midnight Suite directly opposite said, ‘Miss? What was that infernal noise?’


The door to the Midnight Suite remained closed. Didi called out, ‘It’s fine, nothing at all to worry about. It was just an electric toothbrush.’


‘Are you quite sure about that? Because it was kinda hurting my ears, lady. Almost sounded like someone was . . . I don’t know, trying to sing or somethin’. . .’


Didi had already stopped dead in her tracks. No, it couldn’t be.


Surely not. 


Could it?


She stared at the Midnight Suite’s closed door and felt the thud-thud-thud of her heart like a fat pigeon trying to take off inside her chest.


‘No, sir. It definitely wasn’t singing.’ She paused. ‘Or any other kind of caterwauling.’


Another second passed. Then the door was pulled open and there he was, standing before her. Almost thirteen years after he’d left.


‘Hey,’ said Shay.


‘Hey.’ Didi swallowed; she never normally said hey. But this was one of those peculiar situations and she couldn’t work out how to react. Normally greeting an old friend again after so long apart, there’d be a hug and some sort of kiss. But Shay wasn’t an old friend as such; he was an ex-boyfriend. 


More than that, he’d been her first love.


And the way in which they’d parted company had been tricky to say the least.


‘Well . . . fancy seeing you here.’ There was a glimmer of a smile as he said it, which was something.


Didi’s brain was working overtime, racing ahead. She said, ‘Do you know Mr Miller? Did you set up the whole toothbrush thing?’


He shook his head. ‘No to both questions. I was half expecting to bump into you at some stage, but there were no plans to engineer it. I overheard the guy earlier on his phone, calling down to reception to complain about the noise in his suite. Then I heard someone come up to deal with him and realised it was you.’ Another glint of amusement in his silver-blue eyes. ‘You remember Venice, then?’


Of course she remembered Venice, every last second of it. How could she ever forget?


‘Your American accent is terrible,’ she said.


‘Almost as bad as your singing.’ He smiled and raised a hand. ‘That was a joke. You know I don’t mean it.’


‘What are you doing here?’


‘Flew in last night, rented a car at Heathrow, arrived at midnight, managed to get the last room.’ He gestured at the suite behind him, which cost as much as any suite in a boutique four-star hotel, then said, ‘Don’t worry, I can afford it. Just about.’


The dig was there; of course it was. Ignoring it, Didi said, ‘What would you have done if we’d been fully booked?’


‘Who knows? Slept in the car, I expect.’ He paused. ‘I can still rough it if I need to.’


There was so much unspoken, so many things she’d wanted to say to him over the years. When he’d left, Shay had done a thorough job of it; short of hiring a private detective, there’d been no way of tracking him down, finding out what he was doing with his life and how things were going for him. And even if she had been able to pay for a private detective, it would have been a pointless exercise, seeing as she was the reason he’d left in the first place.


But now he was back.


She found her gaze flickering around the outline of him, as if direct contact was too intense, like looking into the sun. At thirty-one, he was ageing as well as she’d always guessed he would and was as athletically built as he’d been at eighteen. He was wearing faded jeans the exact silver-blue shade of his eyes, and a plain white polo shirt with no visible logo, which meant it was either super cheap or designer and very exclusive indeed. Tanned skin. The fine scar she’d loved to trace with her finger, on the left side of his forehead. And streaky blonde hair still wet from the shower. He wasn’t wearing any jewellery, she noted, neither a watch nor a ring on his left hand.


Damn, he’d caught her looking.


‘No, still single. Unlike you, I see.’ He inclined his head in the direction of her hand just as Sylvia rounded the final bend in the steep staircase. ‘So you’ve found someone who wants to marry you then. Well done.’


Sylvia said brightly, ‘Ooh, do you two know each other then?’ She turned from Didi to Shay. ‘Actually, she found three someones who wanted to marry her! Not bad going, eh? Didi, did you manage to sort out the gentleman in the Midsummer Suite?’


‘I did.’


Shay chimed in helpfully, ‘It was an electric toothbrush.’


‘Oh, right! Excellent! Well I just popped up to see if you were free to have a chat with the Carter-Laceys; they want to talk to you about booking the hotel for their daughter’s twenty-first. They’re waiting in the orangery.’


Didi, whose palms were damp, was glad of an excuse to escape. ‘Of course, I’ll see them now.’ Work took precedence over catching up with long-lost ex-boyfriends, and she needed a break in order to get used to the idea that Shay was back in Elliscombe. Meeting those oh-so-familiar silver-blue eyes, she said, ‘Might bump into you later.’


‘Might do.’ He nodded in agreement. ‘Maybe.’


‘Well now, this is interesting.’ Sylvia gave her a gentle nudge as they descended the narrow staircase. ‘He’s a bit of all right, isn’t he? What a body . . . and how about that smile!’


Sylvia was sixty. She was also fascinated by people and incorrigibly nosy. Didi thought back for a moment. ‘He wasn’t smiling.’


‘Maybe not for you,’ said Sylvia as they reached the ground floor. ‘But he definitely smiled at me.’




Fifty minutes later, Didi was checking table bookings in the restaurant when some sixth sense made her look up from the computer screen just as Shay passed the open doorway and made his way across reception.


Maybe it wasn’t a sixth sense; in all likelihood she’d subliminally recognised the sound of his footsteps on the stairs. She waited for him to turn his head and notice her, but it didn’t happen. Instead he reached the main entrance and left the hotel without looking back.


Without pausing to think, she hurried across the hallway and pushed open the ancient wooden front door, discreetly poking her head around it so she could see which direction he’d taken. There he was, having turned right, heading towards the market square and—


Thirty yards away, he suddenly halted and looked over his shoulder, causing Didi to leap back in alarm before he could catch her spying on him.


‘Oof,’ yelped Marcus, their newest and most nervous waiter, and crash went the silver tea tray he’d been about to carry upstairs. Scrabbling on the floor to collect up the silver teapot, the toast slices and the broken crockery, he said in a tremulous voice, ‘Oh no, oh God, I’m so sorry.’


Shay Mason had been back in her life for less than an hour and already he was causing trouble.


Poor flaming-cheeked Marcus. ‘Not your fault,’ Didi said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll help you clear it up.’


‘OK, you’re not going to believe this, but guess who I’ve just seen getting out of a blue Audi outside my office?’


Didi could hear the excitement in Layla’s voice over the phone; she was practically bursting with the thrill of being able to pass on such a riveting piece of gossip.


‘I don’t know. Is it someone really good-looking?’


‘Yes,’ Layla cried. ‘Yes!’


‘Fit body?’


‘So fit.’


‘Small scar on left cheekbone?’


‘I wasn’t close enough to see a scar.’


‘Was he wearing a white polo shirt and faded jeans?’


‘Oh I hate you.’ Layla let out a groan of realisation. ‘You already know.’


‘I bumped into him this morning. He’s staying in the Midnight Suite.’


‘Are you kidding? And you didn’t even think to tell me?’


‘I was going to, as soon as I had a second. We’ve been crazy busy and I’ve been rushed off my feet.’


‘And was he . . . you know, OK with you?’


‘Pretty much.’ Apart from one or two iffy moments.


‘So what’s he doing back here now? Where’s he been living and what’s he been up to all these years?’


‘I don’t know, I didn’t ask. It was so weird seeing him again.’


‘Good weird or bad weird?’


‘No idea. Weird weird,’ said Didi.


‘I might see him tonight then, if he’s around. D’you think he will be?’


‘You keep asking me questions I can’t answer.’


‘Sorry! But it’s exciting, isn’t it? After all this time he’s turned up again out of the blue and . . . Oh bum, my clients are here, I’m going to have to go.’


‘No worries,’ said Didi. ‘I’ll see you and Rosa at eight.’


‘He’s still looking good, though, don’t you think?’


‘Who? Oh, you mean Shay.’ Didi grinned. ‘Is he? I didn’t notice.’


‘Of course you didn’t. Why would you?’ said Layla.


At three o’clock, Didi was in her office when she glimpsed the blue Audi pulling into the hotel car park. She watched as Shay reversed into a narrow space, getting it right first time, before emerging from the driver’s seat. Yes, of course he was still looking good. Better than good. And he could park brilliantly too. Some people just had too many talents.


A minute later there was a light knock at the door and she rose to answer it, first tipping her head forward then back again to add extra bounce to her choppy dark bob.


Well, it looked better that way.


‘Hi, the receptionist told me I’d find you in here. What are you doing this evening? Are you on duty?’


‘No . . .’


‘Good. How about dinner?’


‘I can’t.’


‘Why not? Jealous fiancé?’


‘My fiancé isn’t jealous. And he works in London during the week.’ Didi paused, then said, ‘It’s Rosa’s birthday. We’re having a little party for her this evening in the orangery.’


‘Rosa. How is she?’


‘Doing OK, considering. I don’t know if you know Joe died?’ 


‘I heard. Three years ago, wasn’t it? She must have been devastated.’


Didi nodded. ‘Layla too. It was awful. How did you hear about it? Has someone been keeping you up to date with what’s been happening in Elliscombe?’


‘No. There’s this thing called the internet . . . It’s easy enough to find out what goes on.’


‘You aren’t on social media.’


‘Aren’t I?’ There it was again, the faint smile signalling his one-upmanship, because now he knew she’d been searching for information about him.


‘Well, Layla spotted you earlier in the high street,’ Didi said. ‘If you’re around the hotel this evening, I’m sure they’d love to see you.’


But he was already shaking his head. ‘Thanks, but I’ll leave it for now. Will your father be there?’


‘Yes.’ Would that be an issue?


‘Let Rosa have her birthday party in peace. I’m sure I’ll bump into her at some stage. You have fun.’


Didi couldn’t help herself; she took a deep breath. ‘How long are you back for?’


Shay studied her in silence for a couple of seconds and she felt a surge of adrenalin whoosh through her veins. Finally he said, ‘I don’t know, haven’t decided yet. There are things that need to be sorted out.’




Chapter 3


There had to be more dignified ways of concluding your fifty-fifth birthday celebrations, but sometimes the call was just too great to ignore. Having changed out of the yellow sundress she’d worn for the party into a long-sleeved black T-shirt, jeans and ballet flats, Rosa Gallagher left her cottage for the second time that evening and made her way along Barley Lane. It was midnight and pretty quiet by now, but she kept to the shadows just in case, turning left, then right, until she reached the high wall she’d become so well acquainted with over the course of the last two years.


There on the other side of the Cotswold stone was the garden she’d known for far longer than that, and beyond it in the darkness Compton House, her old home, the place she’d loved with all her heart, almost as much as she’d loved Joe.


Pausing on the pavement, she waited for the all-too-familiar wave of sadness to pass whilst mentally gathering herself for the climb. She knew the footholds by now, but there was always that tricky bit over to the left where it was perilously easy to lose your footing.


OK, coast’s clear, over we go.


Up she went, pausing at the top to double-check that all was quiet before swinging both legs over and launching herself into the garden she wasn’t permitted to enter. The trick was to land like a cat, silently and gracefully, and not break an ankle or jar her knees. So far she’d managed not to do this, but she was aware that at her age it was increasingly likely to happen. Either that or the new owners might one day surprise her by acquiring a ferocious snarling guard dog.


Sliding with practised ease behind the garden shed and through the shrubbery, Rosa finally reached Joe’s tree and gave the trunk a hug. Yes, she knew anyone witnessing this would think she’d lost her marbles, but there was no one to see her so sod them, who cared? It wasn’t remotely like hugging Joe, but it still felt like the right thing to do. She’d scattered his ashes around the base of the trunk, and that night it had rained hard, which meant that they had sunk into the earth and been absorbed by the roots of the Japanese maple. In her mind, the essence of Joe was now instilled in the tree he’d planted over twenty years earlier, and being here, touching the branches and the leaves, felt like being close to him.


She seated herself cross-legged on the dry grass and whispered, ‘Hi, darling, I’m here. How’re you doing?’


Joe didn’t reply, of course; he never did. But she felt better just being here, could feel herself relaxing in his imagined presence, and that was good enough. Stroking the rough bark of the tree trunk, Rosa said, ‘I’m fifty-five, can you believe it? You always used to be older than me, and now I’ve overtaken you. It feels so strange.’


In her mind she pictured Joe’s eyes crinkling at the corners as he replied, ‘So does that mean I’m your toy boy now?’ Because this was exactly the kind of thing he would have said if he were able to say it.


‘Oh Joe, is it ever going to get easier? Because I still miss you as much as I ever did. I miss you so much.’


Rosa knew that a lot of people wondered why she would, considering the unholy mess he’d left her in, but there was no way in the world she could have stopped loving him even after the whole sorry story had come spilling out. She’d been lucky enough to spend over a quarter of a century with the absolute love of her life, and that was a damn sight more than most people could say. Meeting Joe Gallagher when she was twenty-one had felt like all her Christmas wishes come true. He’d been a dynamic character who embodied the meaning of the word entrepreneur, a cockney chancer unafraid to take a risk, leaping from one start-up business to the next, endlessly striving for more and often getting it. A string of serendipitous deals had followed their first weeks together and Joe had declared her his lucky charm. Two months later, she’d been stunned to discover she was pregnant, and petrified that Joe would be appalled and instantly do a bunk. But he hadn’t, he’d been over the moon and a hasty register office wedding had been arranged to appease her parents, who’d nevertheless pursed their lips and sourly predicted that the marriage wouldn’t last.


But it had, gloriously and in thrilling, uproarious fashion. Growing up in a silent house, Rosa had always dreamed of meeting the kind of man who’d dance with her in the kitchen, and in Joe she’d found him. He worked and played hard, they danced often, all over their little flat in Bermondsey, and when she gave birth to Layla, their happiness knew no bounds.


Life continued to be perfect, Joe’s various businesses boomed and they moved out of London in order to give Layla the kind of semi-rural upbringing Joe had always planned for his family. Compton House had been owned for decades by an ancient widower who didn’t believe in mod cons, and they’d lived in chaos for eighteen months whilst the property was repaired and renovated around them. The four-storey Georgian villa faced onto the market square, and at the back there was a long garden that Joe had restored himself, planting new trees and nurturing rare plants. Extrovert and endlessly hospitable, he threw huge parties and invited an eclectic mix of friends from London and everyone he liked the look of in Elliscombe. As newcomers, they were nouveau riche and a bit flashy, which meant some locals had been dubious at first, but it hadn’t taken long for Joe and his irresistible charm to win them over.


It was so easy to conjure up the happy memories, here in their old garden. Rosa ran the flat of her hand over the grass beside her; as well as Joe’s ashes, it covered the graves of a dozen or so of their beloved pets, sadly lost over the years. Albie the Cairn terrier, Jennifer the nervous whippet, Beano and Biggie the cats, as well as various rabbits and guinea pigs belonging to Layla and a tame magpie called Gerald who’d met a sticky end thanks to the combined stalking skills of Beano and Biggie, and whom Layla had insisted be buried with honours because they couldn’t just put him in a bin; magpies deserved proper funerals too.


Smiling now, Rosa recalled the burial service. Layla, aged seven at the time, had made them gather around the grave and sing ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ before reading aloud a poem she’d composed herself that went:


Gerald, you were my favourite magpie


How I loved the way you looked at me with your beady eye


I really hope you didn’t cry


When Beano and Biggie catched you and made you die.


Rosa hadn’t dared to glance across at Joe, who’d been standing next to her with his hands clasped before him, his lips pressed tight together as silent tears of mirth rolled down his cheeks. Layla had finished the poem with a reverent ‘Rest in peace, Gerald. Amen.’ Then she’d turned to look at her father and said consolingly, ‘Daddy, don’t cry, he’s in heaven now.’


Oh goodness, such memories. Rosa found herself having to squeeze her own eyes shut; she mustn’t cry either. Today had been a good day; the little party this evening at the hotel had been lovely and so many kind people had given her flowers that she’d had to borrow two extra vases from her neighbour. There’d barely been enough room for them all in the cottage.


Click.


The familiar sound of the lock being unfastened was followed by the metallic swish of the French doors as they were pulled open. At the bottom of the garden, twenty-odd metres away, Rosa held her breath and fought the primal urge to make a run for it. That would be the worst thing she could do. Far better to stay put and pray they weren’t coming outside because they’d already spotted her.


She heard the staccato click of high heels on the flagstoned terrace and winced; high heels meant it was Ingrid, and Ingrid was scary. There was also the sound of her murmuring into her mobile, probably busy conducting some vital business deal with a client in Tokyo or New York whilst simultaneously—


‘Bleurgh,’ Rosa squeaked, kicking out wildly as something small scurried over her foot.


‘Hang on, I just heard a noise. Not burglars, I hope.’ Ingrid wasn’t sounding terrified, and the sound of her stilettos was growing closer. Frozen to the spot, Rosa closed her eyes and pretended to be invisible. From fifteen metres away she heard the footsteps stop and Ingrid say, ‘No, probably just a fox or something. Maybe a badger. I keep telling Benny we should install security lights, but it hasn’t happened, of course, because he doesn’t want to scare the wildlife.’


Rosa knew the snuffly, grunty kind of sound a badger made. If she imitated one, would it encourage Ingrid to hurry back into the house? Or come closer in order to investigate and maybe take a few photos of the creature in her garden? Torn by indecision, she heard another tiny rustling noise and realised that the mouse or vole or whatever it was that had run over her foot was still in the vicinity.


‘OK, I’m going inside now. Call me tomorrow after eight thirty. If I don’t answer, it’s because I’m in the car. I love you. Yes, bye . . . bye . . .’


The clicky footsteps receded, the French doors swished open and shut and the key was turned in the lock. Rosa exhaled with relief; phew, that had been close.


‘Right, I’d better be off. You’re going to get me into such trouble one day.’ She whispered the words to Joe as she patted the dry grass, then rose cautiously to her feet. Creeping across the lawn and through the shrubbery, she made her way back to the familiar stretch of wall shielded from the house by the trees.


Up, up and over, then down onto the pavement on the other side without snapping an ankle. There, done.


‘Bye, sweetheart. Love you.’ She was aware that this sounded ridiculous, but once you got into the habit of blowing a kiss and saying it, it was kind of hard to stop. In the darkness, she headed back towards Frog Cottage on Barley Lane.


It might not have been the best ever birthday, obviously, but overall it hadn’t been the worst either. Each year of widowhood was slightly easier to bear than the last, and she made sure to count her blessings. Yes, she’d lost Joe, their beautiful home and all their money, but she had her health and her friends, and of course her daughter. Amongst the inner loneliness there were still pockets of happiness to be found.




Chapter 4


From her bedroom window at the back of the hotel, Didi had a clear view over the patio. It was two in the morning, but she could just about make out someone sitting at one of the wooden tables and knew instinctively who it was.


Since she couldn’t sleep either, she threw on a cotton jersey dress and made her way down there.


Letting herself out onto the patio, she approached Shay. ‘I saw someone down here, didn’t know who it was.’


The glint in his eye told her that he suspected otherwise, but he raised his glass and said, ‘I helped myself to a brandy. It’s OK, I left a note in the honesty box.’


Another tiny dig.


‘Please don’t keep saying things like that,’ Didi murmured. ‘Are you OK?’


‘Me? I’m fine.’


The thing was, she might not have seen him for the last thirteen years, but before that, she’d known him so well. Plus, there’d been that barely detectable emphasis on I’m.


‘But someone else isn’t.’


He dipped his head in agreement.


‘Is it your dad?’


‘Well done on those mind-reading classes.’


‘He’s in big trouble?’


‘Yes, but not in the way you mean.’ His tone was even. ‘For once.’


‘Is he ill?’ said Didi.


‘He is. And it’s not good.’


‘Oh no, I’m so sorry.’ Shay’s father, known to all as Red, had been a nightmare in many ways, but she’d always had a soft spot for him as a person, such was the power of his charm. He’d been the ultimate lovable rogue.


‘The doctors have given him one to two years.’


She winced in sympathy. How old must he be? Late fifties? It was no age. Didi said, ‘That’s awful. And where is he now?’


‘Not in jail, if that’s what you mean. He’s put all that behind him now, doesn’t have the energy for it any more. He’s been living with a lady friend up in Edinburgh for the last ten months, but it sounds like that’s not going well.’


This was par for the course. As long as Didi had known Shay’s father, he had spent time in and out of prison, and there had always been plenty of women eager for his company. When he’d moved away from Elliscombe seven years ago, he’d rented his house out to friends of friends and it had made sense to assume that since then he’d been spending his free time at the home of the current woman in his life.


‘He’s pretty weak nowadays, not able to do a great deal.’ Shay waved away a large moth that was fluttering in front of him. After a pause, he said, ‘He wants to come home. Spend whatever time he has left here in Elliscombe. In his house.’


The white solar lights strung through the branches of the trees were still glowing like stars. Didi’s eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness and she could see his features more clearly now. ‘So that’s why you’re back, to get the place ready for him?’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘Have you seen the state of it lately?’


Of course she had. Hillcrest, the Masons’ old family home, was situated on the outskirts of the town, on the road to Moreton-in-Marsh, which meant it was hard to miss. ‘The garden’s a bit . . . overgrown.’


‘It’s a jungle.’ Shay’s tone was curt. ‘And if you think it looks bad from the outside, you should see what it’s like on the inside. Absolute carnage.’


‘There was a bunch of people living there, about ten of them.’ Didi wrinkled her nose. ‘They looked a bit . . .’


‘That’s because they were squatters. Any other property owner would use a letting agency. But not Dad, oh no, that wasn’t his way. All he wanted was tenants who would pay rent each month via his mate Baz. But when they left and Baz went to Spain, the squatters moved in. He’s only just told me about this, by the way. I had no idea about any of it.’


‘And no one knew where your dad was. If they had, they’d have told him what was going on. The squatters left a few months ago.’


‘It’s in a hell of a state. I mean, I know it was hardly a palace before, but now . . .’ Shay grimaced. ‘I thought I was coming here to give the place a quick tidy-up, maybe mow the lawn and put the hoover around. I called Dad this afternoon to tell him what’s happened, and that was when the story came out. Then he asked me if I’d stay and sort it out.’


Didi said, ‘No wonder you can’t get to sleep. What did you say? Are you going to?’


He looked at her. ‘I told him it’d take months. Easier to put the place up for auction and find somewhere else for him to live.’


‘So is that what’s happening?’


‘You’d think it would make the most sense, wouldn’t you? But he doesn’t want to do that. The only place he wants to live is in the house where we grew up together as a family.’ 


‘People do that, though, don’t they? Go back to their roots, because that’s where their memories are.’ Didi nodded; she could understand the longing to return. She watched Shay’s gaze follow the silhouette of the rooftops against the sky. ‘Does it feel strange, being here again?’


‘Strange and familiar at the same time.’ He indicated the hotel in front of them. ‘This place smells exactly the same as it always did.’


She nodded. ‘I know. Woodsmoke, old stone, beeswax polish and fresh laundry. It’s my favourite smell in the world.’


‘I’m going to have another drink. Can I get you one?’ Shay emptied his tumbler and rose to his feet.


‘I’ll have a red wine. Thanks.’


Waiting for him to return, Didi stretched her legs out in front of her and studied the stars overhead. Beneath her clasped hands resting on her ribcage, she could feel her heart thudding slightly faster than usual. Why had she come down here? Professional concern for a guest at the hotel? Or was she bursting with curiosity, longing to learn more about Shay and the man he’d become? She already knew the answer to that. It was an unnerving sensation, being thirty-one and feeling like an eighteen-year-old again.


Through the open side door, she heard the clink of a bottle, followed by the discreet sound of the lid being opened and closed on the wooden honesty box. When he returned, Shay leaned over her shoulder to place her glass of Montepulciano on the table.


‘This might sound weird,’ he said, ‘but you smell just the same too.’


Her stomach flipped, but she said lightly, ‘Am I supposed to say thank you for that?’


He smiled. ‘I’m talking about in a good way. Just saying, if I was blindfolded in a crowded room, I’d still recognise you.’


Didi took a sip of wine, then a bigger sip to give herself a moment to calm down. ‘I can’t believe you haven’t been back before now.’


‘It was easier to stay away.’


‘Where did you go?’


‘Did you ever ask my dad?’


‘Yes! He wouldn’t tell me.’


‘Amazing. He said he hadn’t, but I never really knew for sure. I went to Australia.’


‘Australia!’ She’d imagined a lot of destinations, but never that one.


‘I applied for a working holiday visa. Worked in Melbourne for six months, then Sydney for another six. When I came back to the UK, I took jobs in construction around the country.’


‘Construction.’ Didi digested this. Out of everyone in their year at school, he’d ended up with the best A-level grades, and had received unconditional offers from three of the top universities in the country.


Shay shrugged. ‘Nothing wrong with that. It taught me a lot. I also set up an IT consultancy in my spare time, which did well. I moved to London and carried on with that for a few years, building up the business. Then I developed an idea for a dating app, which took off.’


A new surprise at every turn; she’d definitely never imagined him doing anything like that. ‘But I searched for you online . . . really searched. And you aren’t anywhere.’


He nodded patiently. ‘You searched for Shay Mason. And what did you find?’


‘Just loads of results in local newspapers about your dad getting arrested, going to court, going to prison again. But it was always him, never you.’ Shay’s ancestors might have left Ireland a century ago, but the name had been faithfully passed down through the generations.


‘And any potential business clients looking me up would have found exactly the same thing. So call me a pessimist, but I did feel it might put them off the idea of dealing with me. Can you remember my middle name?’


What a stupid question. She’d spent months silently saying his full name to herself, doodling it in the margins of exercise books and on notepads. ‘Stefan.’ At the risk of sounding like a complete stalker, she said, ‘I looked up Stefan Mason too.’


‘I changed it to Steven. Kept it simple.’


Didi nodded. ‘OK. So do we call you Steven now?’


‘No need. Shay’s fine.’


She had to know. ‘Did you ever look me up?’


Another glimmer of a smile. ‘I looked up this hotel. And there you were.’


Didi spread her hands, ta-daaa. ‘Here I am.’


‘Looking good.’


Only good? Not great? Or incredible?


‘Thanks.’ She took a drink. ‘I still can’t believe you started a dating app. Do you use it yourself?’


Shay shook his head. ‘No.’


‘But it’s going well?’


‘Yes.’


‘What’s it called?’


‘Fait.’


‘You’re kidding.’ A small electric shock zapped down her spine. Fait was an app everyone knew. It was an app she’d used herself. It worked on the premise that although looks were obviously important when you wanted to meet someone new, how they sounded played a significant part too, so along with submitting a photo, users were invited to upload a ten-second audio file of their voice. If another subscriber then liked what they’d seen and heard, they shared their interest with you.


‘I was on Fait for a while, a couple of years ago,’ she said.


‘Were you?’ His innocent eyebrows made her wonder if he’d already been aware of this. ‘And how did that work out for you?’


‘OK. I mean, I didn’t meet the love of my life, but I met a couple of nice guys. Hang on, though, didn’t I see something recently about it being taken over by You-Me?’


‘You did. I sold the company to them. The deal went through a fortnight ago.’


You-Me was the biggest dating app on the planet. Didi took another gulp of red wine as what Shay was telling her began to sink in.


‘So did they pay you . . . a fair amount?’


The laughter in his eyes was the same as it ever was. ‘I think we can safely call it a fair amount.’


Blimey.


‘Could you buy this hotel outright if you wanted to?’


‘I could.’


‘How does that feel?’


‘Feels great,’ said Shay.


It must do. She felt compelled to say it. ‘Mum and Dad never really thought you had anything to do with what happened.’


He looked sceptical. ‘I don’t think that’s quite true, is it?’


‘It is!’


‘They were never completely sure. There was always that niggle of doubt. Be honest.’


‘But they liked you, they employed you.’


‘That’s what your father told me when he called me into his office.’ Shay paused. ‘Then he said, “And now this happens.”’


Oh God. Didi winced at the implied betrayal of trust; she remembered that terrible afternoon as clearly as if it had happened yesterday. Obviously he did too. ‘I’m sorry.’
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