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FOREWORD


The workhouse of the town has very bad water in the well and they are obliged to fetch it for washing and drinking several times a day  . . .


Findings of a government commission investigating conditions of Wednesbury town in 1845


 


 


. . . the good folk of Wednesbury go on their sooty way happy in the knowledge that nothing more dreadful than life in their own town is likely to occur  . . .


Daily Mail, 1898
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‘It is little enough to give in return for all I have done for you . . . do not forget the choice is yours, but it is a choice whose refusal you will be given cause to regret, and believe me, my dear, you will regret deeply  . . .’


 


Oblivious of the rain driving against the black tulle covering her face, deaf to all save the words hammering in her brain, Emma Lawrence watched the coffin lower slowly into the earth.


 


It had been a week since the funeral, a week since cold wet earth had closed away the coffin holding her beloved sister.


         ‘If, as you have requested, you wish a token of your sister you had better take it now for I intend the room be cleared.’


         So impersonal it might have been spoken by a total stranger, the ultimatum fell flatly.


         There had been no tears. Emma turned to face the figure standing with hands crossed over a tightly corseted stomach. Henrietta Gilmore had shed no tears over her dead niece, nor had she offered comfort to the sister whose world had so suddenly broken apart; there had been no sympathy in those cold grey eyes, no compassion had softened features which, when the body had been carried into the house, seemed to narrow even more. Lips which were always tight and censorious when speaking to her nieces had thinned into non-existence as she ordered no one was to enter the bedroom, that she herself would attend to the laying out.


         ‘Well Emma, the choice is yours, which is it to be?’


         ‘. . . the choice is yours  . . .’


         Like a blow to the head memory snatched at Emma’s breath. He had said the very same words, Fenton Gilmore had used that same phrase – then followed it with a threat!


         As dread, cold and cloying, kept the breath from her lungs she stared at her aunt then with a gasp almost ran from the room.


         It had been a threat. Heart thumping from fear of what had slid like a serpent into her mind, Emma stood with her back pressed against the door of her sister’s bedroom.


         ‘. . . you will be given cause to regret  . . .’


         How could it have been otherwise?


         ‘. . . you will regret deeply  . . .’


         How could it not have been a threat?


         Denial she wanted to believe in suffocated beneath the almost audible memory of her uncle’s voice.


         ‘Don’t forget my dear  . . .’


         He had come closer, the smile touching his mouth carnal and vindictive.


         ‘. . . where you have refused there is another; one who will not be given that choice.’


         Had he meant Rachel? Were those last words, flung like the hiss of a cobra, meant to imply he would force himself upon her sister?


         ‘. . . newspaper reckons death be due to stranglin’  . . .’


         Whispers she had overhead, gossip in the kitchen hastily ended whenever she came near, sounded now in Emma’s brain.


         ‘Ar, that were what finished the poor little mite, but it weren’t all as was done to ’er  . . .’


         ‘Not all! What do you mean, Mrs Coley?’


         ‘I means  . . .’


         The reply had tailed away and for several seconds it seemed to Emma she would hear no more but just as she had made to enter the kitchen the murmurs had begun afresh.


         ‘I means that wench were put through a lot more afore them ’ands choked the life outta ’er; why d’you think the mistress would ’ave none but ’erself see to the layin’ out?’


         ‘I thought meself as how that were strange but then I supposed it were grief, mistress were so overcome her couldn’t bear the thought of less lovin’ hands touchin’ Miss Rachel.’


         Poppy the housemaid’s musing reply had met with a snort.


         ‘Lovin’ hands!’


         A thump like that of a ladle being brought down hard on the table had followed the cook’s exclamation.


         ‘Lovin’ hands y’says! Then y’best tell me when it were y’seen the mistress touch a lovin’ hand to either that wench or ’er sister. I were in this house the day them Gilmores walked into it and I ain’t never once seen no sign o’ love on the part of ’Enrietta Gilmore, no nor that husband of hers neither.’


         ‘Well if it be like you says, and come to think on it I agrees about mistress, why then would her let nobody but herself prepare Miss Rachel for her buryin’?’


         ‘Why! I’ll tell you why!’


         There had been so much anger in the voice, so much disgust it had seemed to draw Emma into itself, holding her so she had to listen.


         ‘Cos her upstairs d’ain’t want nobody becomin’ privy to what that husband of her’n be up to! Her don’t be stoopid, her knowed the ways of Fenton Gilmore . . . may the Devil tek him! Her knows his temper, felt his fist on her many a time when things ain’t gone as he would ’ave ’em.’


         Unconscious of the action Emma raised a hand to her face, to the spot which had borne the mark of the savage swipe of her uncle’s hand when she had threatened to call out, to awaken the household to the fact he was in her bedroom.


         ‘An’ there be others as knows  . . .’


         Bella Coley’s vilification had hardened.


         ‘. . . women he’s paid to keep silent about the blows they’ve suffered, for it teks more’n a roll in bed to satisfy Fenton Gilmore  . . .’


         ‘Eeeh!’


         Polly’s exclamation had sounded clearly beyond the partly open kitchen door.


         ‘D’you reckon that be the reason of Sally’s leavin’? Her were covered in bruises, I seen ’em clear when her were dressin’ . . . you think it could have been the master’s doin’?’


         ‘I think it best you keep out of his way and y’keep the door of your room locked at night!’


         Had that been an indirect affirmative?


         Questions of her own vied with the dialogue running rampant in Emma’s mind. Sally James had been parlourmaid at Beechcroft a little over a year when she had been summarily dismissed. Why had her aunt ended the girl’s employment – and so suddenly?


         ‘Laundrywoman says as how Sally had gone and got herself pregnant  . . .’


         Conversation which had held Emma captive on that day held her fast again. Spine pressed hard against the door she recalled Polly’s voice.


         ‘. . . said her’d got herself a parcel of bruises to go along with it; an’ them got not a mile from this wash house!’


         Bruises! Pregnancy! Could what Polly had heard in the wash house be the real cause of Sally James’ rapid dismissal?


         ‘. . . an’ them got not a mile from this wash house!’


         Emma’s brain whirled.


         The laundrywoman’s hint, the veiled accusation, could there be truth behind it? That truth being Fenton Gilmore had coerced Sally James into becoming his mistress, that he had succeeded in that vileness he had attempted with herself?


         ‘Gossip and truth don’t always be strangers  . . .’


         Bella’s answer revolved in the maelstrom of Emma’s thoughts.


         ‘. . . and scandal be like tar, it don’t easy wash away. ’Enrietta Gilmore be more’n aware of that, one whiff reachin’ the ears of her fancy friends and you wouldn’t see their arses for dust, so Sally were seen off.’


         ‘I can understand that.’


         The pause in Polly’s answer had been reflective. ‘But . . . but there couldn’t be anythin’ of that sort with Miss Rachel, surely Gilmore wouldn’t . . . not his own niece!’


         Bella’s reply had resounded with scorn. ‘The likes o’ Gilmore preys on them as needs ’old their tongue if they wants to hold to their livin’! He teks the like o’ Sally James, God help the poor wench!’


         ‘Exactly!’ Polly answered decisively. ‘So it be less than likely he would set his sights on Rachel! ’Sides, as you says, he likes to treat women to more than what be between his legs but he don’t go around a’stranglin’ of ’em. It has to be what the police reckoned, her were come upon by somebody up to no good. He were afraid of her reporting him to the authorities so he killed her. That much were written in the newspaper for everybody to read so I don’t see as there was anythin’ mistress gained by refusin’ to allow you or me to be with her in that bedroom.’


         ‘That be cos you d’ain’t see what Bella Coley seen. The ’igh and mighty ’Enrietta thought her had checked well enough, and so her had; I’ve known this house for well on thirty year an’ I knows when a room has bin gone through with a fine-tooth comb, an’ that be what her ladyship had done, her’d searched Miss Rachel’s room top to bottom.’


         ‘Searched for what?’


         It had not been only Polly’s query, Emma’s brain also had asked the question . . . a question to which she wished she had never heard the reply. But she had, she had heard it spoken in that hushed tone, as she heard it again now.


         ‘That I don’t know, but this I does. That little wench were raped, raped afore her were strangled.’


         Raped! Legs trembling, refusing to support her, Emma sank to the floor covering her ears with her hands. But the words refused to be blocked out.


         ‘. . . don’t be easy strippin’ clothes from a body who be dead, ’specially when there be none save y’self a’doin’ of it. ’Enrietta Gilmore must have found it particular’ difficult an’ in the struggle the garments dropped to the floor got shuffled ’neath the bed. That were where I found ’em. Gone to Webb’s the undertaker had ’Enrietta for to choose a casket and took Miss Emma along to the town to buy mourning clothes. That were my opportunity. I had vowed that somehow I would kiss that child one last time . . . I thank the Lord He med that possible. I went up to the bedroom; folks says a body always looks peaceful in death but that face still wore a look I would swear were fear; an’ though it was probably the gleam of the lamp left beside the bed it seemed the glint of tears lay on them eyelashes; I did as the Lord had granted, kissed that cold little face, then as I knelt to pray I felt somethin’ touch against my skirts. It were on pickin’ that bundle up I knowed what Miss Rachel had bin put through for the dress were torn, every button on the bodice snatched away, an’ the cotton bloomers, they was ripped near in two. I couldn’t believe what my brain were tellin’ me, it were an evil thought and I didn’t want to believe, to see, yet I felt if I didn’t I was somehow lettin’ that child down. So I drew back the covers, lifted the nightgown and saw what ’Enrietta Gilmore thought nobody to see, black and purple bruises, marks of violence all over that body, the marks of rape! I learned what that sweet face were tryin’ to tell me, I learned, but I knows I’ll never be able to prove that terrible deed nor point to the beast who committed it!’


         Bruises! Rape!


         ‘. . . you will be given cause to regret  . . .’


         ‘. . . where you have refused there is another  . . .’


         ‘. . . will not be given that choice.’


         The words of Fenton Gilmore rang as silent screams in Emma’s brain but all were overridden by words louder still, words crying like night-driven banshees, each a shrieking demon rising as if from the very bowels of hell twisting, turning, spiralling into a vortex, a whirlpool of horror sucking Emma into its own black heart.


 


‘Sorry to intrude, miss, but mistress says to clear out things no longer needed.’


         When had she risen from the floor? When had she come to sit beside the bed?


         Still deep in the torment of her thoughts Emma looked blankly at the young woman she was unaware had entered the room.


         ‘Mistress were adamant, wouldn’t have me wait no longer, said it were to be done now . . . eeh Miss Emma, I be real sorry,’ Polly apologised again, ‘I’d leave you for as long as you wants but . . . well, you knows the mistress.’


         ‘It’s all right, Polly.’ Emma struggled to throw off the shadows darkening her mind. ‘I have finished.’


         ‘Miss Emma!’


         Polly glanced at the open door of the bedroom and when she spoke again it was in barely a whisper.


         ‘The mistress . . . Mrs Coley believes her had already gone over every nook and cranny of this room so her knows all that be in it, but that don’t go to say her won’t claim somethin’ be missin’ after I be done sortin’ Miss Rachel’s belongin’s, so . . .’ She paused, the look she gave Emma remorseful as her spoken apology had been. ‘Well, I realises how painful all of this be for you but . . . but if you could bring y’self to stay along of the room ’til I be finished then mistress couldn’t hardly say I’d stolen anythin’.’


         I can’t! I can’t! Oh God, I can’t watch every trace of Rachel being removed, please Polly, please don’t ask me to do that! It was a cry in Emma’s soul but one which, as she looked at the girl so obviously afraid of being accused of theft, remained there in silence.


 


‘. . . I knows when a room has bin gone through with a fine-tooth comb  . . .’


         Perhaps thinking conversation to be preferable to silence Polly had chattered as she worked.


         ‘. . . them be Mrs Coley’s words, said that be what her ladyship . . . beggin’ y’pardon, miss, but that do be what Mrs Coley said . . . her ladyship searched Miss Rachel’s room top to bottom.’


         Her aunt had searched Rachel’s bedroom! Returned to her own room Emma stood at the window, the drapes of which had been opened a few inches each day of the week following the funeral until now they stood wide.


         What had her aunt been looking for? Had she expected to find something hidden there? But what would Rachel have to hide?


         ‘. . . there is another  . . .’


         The words hissed at her and the shadowed darkness closed a clammy hand about Emma’s throat.


         ‘. . . her upstairs d’ain’t want nobody becomin’ privy to what that husband of her’n be up to  . . .’


         ‘. . . a parcel of bruises . . . got not a mile from this wash house  . . .’


         ‘. . . ’Enrietta Gilmore be more’n aware  . . .’


         Hot as a returning fever, in wave upon wave the remembered words burned their brand.


         ‘. . . I learned what that sweet face were tryin’ to tell  . . .’


         That last thought resounded in her brain as Emma gasped.


         Was it possible her aunt had seen that same look? Had she thought, as had Mrs Coley, it was a look which said ‘rape’?


         ‘. . . her knowed the ways of Fenton Gilmore  . . .’


         So did she! A trembling breath ran the length of her as Emma turned from the window. She knew him for a would-be rapist, she had felt the sting of his blows. Had her aunt known of his visits to her bedroom? Was she fearful that he was possibly gratifying his carnal desires with a younger niece? Had that been the reason for her search, to find any evidence Rachel might have left?


         One hand clamped to her mouth to hold back the sickness threatening to erupt, Emma stared at the bed.


         Bruises! Attempted rape! Fenton Gilmore had proved himself capable of both; was he also capable of murder?
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‘I know you would like these.’


         Emma looked down at the simple bunch of wild flowers she had placed on her sister’s grave, a haze of tears spilling colour one into another; stately golden rod, rich purple meadow rue and the gentle white of gypsophila merging into a brilliant kaleidoscope.


         ‘I picked them in our favourite place,’ she whispered, ‘along by the canal. We both knew we ought not to go there, that Aunt Henrietta would be very angry if she knew. Remember how cross she was the Sunday you tore your dress; I warned you against rolling in the grass, I told you your dress would get stained and likely torn but you wouldn’t listen. It seemed my ears rang for days afterward with Aunt’s screeching. But it was worth any admonishment seeing you run free, hearing you laugh, the two of us escaping if only for an hour from  . . .’


         The whisper dying on her lips Emma blinked the moisture from her eyes. She really should not think that, should not let it enter her head! But how could she blot out the truth? How could she deny the misery she and Rachel had felt growing up in that house, the joyless atmosphere, the constant displeasure of an aunt they instinctively knew did not love or want them?


         So many times they would plot how they would leave, the two of them happy together.


         ‘You talked of running away to live with the gypsies,’ Emma murmured through a fresh mist of tears, ‘we would live in a caravan you said, you would beg a carrot or an apple from villages we passed through and feed it to the horse; or if the gypsies would not have us then we would stow away on one of the narrowboats we sometimes waved to as they passed along the canal. But they were pipe dreams, Rachel, like the dreams we shared before sleeping; tales of how one day we would be free of Beechcroft and the unhappiness it holds, of how when you were of an age we would leave that house together. But you did not grow up. Oh Rachel!’


         So much grief rose inside, filling her whole being as if it were an empty vessel, that Emma cried her agony, the pain cutting deep in her heart. ‘Why, why did it happen, who could have been so evil?’


         Carried on a soft breeze across the silent cemetery the words vanished leaving no solace, no alleviation of Emma’s torment, no answer to the anguish tearing her apart; like the sister she had loved they were gone, leaving only an emptiness life would never fill.


 


‘Where have you been?’


         Henrietta Gilmore’s demand cut across the sitting room meeting the young woman as she entered.


         ‘Well?’ The harsh voice trilled again. ‘I asked you a question, Emma, you will please to give me an answer.’


         Pleased to give an answer! Emma glanced at the tightly drawn features, the rigid hold of the body announcing her aunt’s displeasure. Give the answer she longed to give? Tell this woman she was no longer a child, that she would not submit to constant interrogation? She forced down a desire she knew could only result in further misery and instead answered quietly. ‘I have been to the cemetery.’


         Quiet as the first snarl of a dog defending a bone, Henrietta’s ‘For what reason?’ held the portent of yet another emotional storm.


         Perplexed at being asked such a question whose answer was so self-evident Emma hesitated, then as the question was repeated answered, ‘I took flowers for Rachel.’


         ‘Flowers!’ The word cracked irritably from between thin lips. ‘You took flowers! And what do you suppose is the good of that! The dead have no need of empty gestures; laying flowers on a grave is no more than a waste of money, money you, Emma, do not have to earn.’


         Anger the strength of which she had never known before suddenly convulsed in Emma. Hard and cold it drove up from the very deepest part of her being, rising like an iceberg until its huge surfacing wave rolled over her, swamping control until she could only stare at the woman for whom she had never felt love, who in that very instant she came to hate.


         ‘Empty gestures,’ she said frozenly. ‘Who better than you, Aunt, would know about empty gestures? They are all you have ever shown Rachel or myself, you have never wasted a moment in affection for either of us; but then neither have I wasted money I do not earn, nor was it money earned by your husband that bought Rachel the flowers I took for her. They were picked from the ground bordering the canal.’


         ‘The canal!’ Henrietta Gilmore’s eyes flashed cold fire. ‘Have you no more sense, no more thought than to wander off alone after what has happened, have you no consideration for the suffering it would cause your uncle and myself should you meet with  . . .’


         ‘No more, Aunt!’ Emma met fire with a douche of ice. ‘Don’t add empty words to empty gestures. We both know were I to meet with the same fate as has my sister, it would bring no sorrow to you, rather it would remove the affliction imposed upon you with the requirement of . . .’ She paused, a shake of the head adding definition. ‘No, I cannot say of caring, for you never cared for Rachel or for me, so let us say it would relieve you of the burden, the ordeal of pretence you have been forced to present to the outside world.’


         ‘You will hold your tongue while you are in my house!’


         ‘Yes Aunt.’ Emma’s reply was cold. ‘Hold my tongue as I have always held it; but I will not be in your house for much longer; what I thought to be seven years of living in the misery of this house, of waiting until Rachel became old enough to leave with me, ended with her death.’


         ‘You are not yet twenty-one, you are not of an age to say whether or not you remain beneath this roof, until you are—’


         ‘Until I am,’ Emma cut across the savage reprisal, ‘yes, Aunt, I will abide by your wishes, but even you cannot halt time; within a few days I will no longer be a ward, Fenton Gilmore will no longer be my guardian and you will lose the spite I could never understand yet have always known you felt for the children of your sister.’ As she turned to leave Emma halted at the door. ‘I will leave no love behind,’ she said quietly, ‘but I will leave pity, pity for you, Aunt, for the woman cold and empty as the grave she will one day occupy.’


         I will not apologise, I will not! Anger still cold inside her, Emma fought away the feeling of guilt. Let her aunt take whatever steps she would; Rachel was beyond the reach of spite, beyond reach of punishments and so very soon would she herself be. But perhaps she need not remain here for those days. Like a whisper in her mind the notion began to grow. It had been made so patently clear, so very obvious she and Rachel had not been wanted, that they had been given a home on sufferance only due to Henrietta being sister to their mother.


         It had happened so quickly: one day they had been a happy family yet the next that happiness had been snatched away. Though fifteen years old she had not really understood her parents leaving their daughters at home. If mother and father were going on holiday why could they not take herself and Rachel with them? But it had not been a holiday which had taken her parents away.


         ‘Stop weeping, child! There is nothing to be gained by tears!’


         Henrietta had snapped at a tearful Rachel before casting a passionless look at Emma who instinctively had placed a protective arm around the distraught girl.


         ‘There will be no more behaviour of this sort, understand me, Emma, I will have no tantrums from either of you. Such displays are evidence only of selfishness. From now on you will both remember the presence in the home of others suffering the loss of loved ones; I forbid you add to that grief with what can only be described as insensitive exhibitionism.’


         Memory flooding on memory Emma let herself be carried on the tide.


         ‘You have to be brave,’ she had told a heartbroken Rachel in her arms, ‘you have to be brave for us both, Mummy and Daddy would have wanted that.’


         ‘But I’m not brave,’ Rachel had sobbed. ‘I am afraid, Emma, I am afraid of Aunt Henrietta, afraid of Uncle Fenton. I don’t like them Emma, I don’t want to live with them.’


         That was a sentiment they had shared. But for herself there had been another, a hazy impression, a feeling which at that time she had not understood, an apprehension which very soon had hardened into definite fear; fear of Fenton Gilmore.


         At first she had told herself she was imagining things, that the expression which sometimes crossed his face when he looked at her was no more than ‘parental’ interest, yet even then something deep inside warned that Fenton Gilmore’s interest was other than paternal. And so it had proved.


         Revulsion which had become an almost constant companion spread its shadow over Emma.


         Why had her aunt not seen his conduct for what it was? Why had she not objected when he came to the bedrooms of each niece, which he did without her company? Did she believe her husband the loving uncle he pretended to be, that the purpose of his visit was no more than to say a fond goodnight? Or could the darker truth be she was aware of his motives?


         ‘. . . her knowed the ways of Fenton Gilmore . . . felt his fist on her many a time when things ain’t gone as he would ’ave ’em  . . .’


         Words heard outside the kitchen rang afresh in Emma’s mind.


         Did that explain why Henrietta turned a blind eye to her husband’s nocturnal wanderings, why she ignored his visits to the room of Sally James? Was she so afraid of him she would ignore his infidelity?


         But it was more than infidelity when he came to act out his loathsome desires on his own niece, it was tantamount to incest, a base depravity nothing could excuse. No one in this house would prevent it happening again.


         Again! Abhorrence enshrouded Emma in its dark folds, which parted to show brief displays, images which made the breath clog in her throat, images it snatched back into darkness only to replace with even more repulsive scenes, which despite tight-shut eyes brought the same cold fear that for so long had haunted her nights.


         Had it begun in all innocence? Fairness must allow the possibility.


         Emma opened her eyes and stared into the stillness of the sun-kissed garden, a garden painted silver on that night.


         As if they were a stage performance she watched the pictures in her mind, pictures she did not want to see yet was unable to banish.


         Dressed in a plain cotton nightgown with which Henrietta had so soon replaced Emma’s softer lace-trimmed lawn one, claiming such were a waste of money when cotton served equally well, she had been standing at the window, her mind lost among the happy calls of two small girls running to throw their arms about a man coming to meet them, his own arms spread wide, his smile travelling to the woman who sat on an intricately wrought garden seat, her cream organdie dress setting off to perfection deep auburn hair and soft hazel eyes. She had watched the woman rise, heard the voice reply to her greeting: but it had not been the voice of her father.


         ‘I simply wish to say goodnight, my dear.’


         Daydream shattered she had turned to see Fenton Gilmore, his pallid eyes gleaming ghostlike in the moonlit shadow.


         ‘Your aunt is a little tired, she asks I come in her stead.’


         He had smiled as the lie tripped so glibly from his tongue, an untruth they were both aware of, for given knowledge of his wife’s attitude toward her sister’s children, her only too obvious antipathy, he could not but have known what it was, and never in the years of them living at Beechcroft had it been Henrietta’s practice to come to the bedrooms of her nieces to wish them goodnight.


         ‘So my dear  . . .’


         He had stepped nearer, his already hushed tone dropping to a whisper.


         ‘. . . We will say goodnight, may your dreams be pleasurable as I know my own will be.’


         Emma shuddered. He had stood close and though he did not touch her the look in those pale colourless eyes had seemed to pass beyond the barriers of cloth, to stroke every part of her body.


         ‘. . . may your dreams be pleasurable as I know my own will be.’


         The insinuation, the look which had followed had said clearly what that pleasure would be for him, while for her it brought trepidation, fear of his coming again to her room.


         Innocent! Turning from the window Emma almost cried aloud. If an innocent practice why had it not ceased when she asked! But he had merely smiled at that, a sly vulpine smile finding no reflection in cold eyes as he had refused.


         Nor had Henrietta reacted differently.


         ‘Your uncle will not hear of locks being placed on the doors of family bedrooms, he feels that in the event of any emergency locked doors would prove an added danger.’


         She had not even asked the reason! Anger laced the thought. Her reply had come so quickly it might almost have been prepared in readiness!


         So the visits had continued. Irregularly, sometimes a couple of weeks between, but always they had come and always the smile, the look that seemed to touch.


         Afraid to sleep, afraid to enter the oblivion she longed for, she had taken to sitting long into the night, fully clothed, listening for that dreaded step, for the opening of her bedroom door; watching the lamplight flicker on the small elegant French clock above the fireplace, its slender pointers marking seconds each of which had seemed an eternity, hoping, praying he would never come. But her prayers had not been answered.


         Revulsion clamping her lips Emma tried to fight off memories, to banish the scenes still showing so vividly in her mind, to push away the horrors, yet still they remained.


         She had been to say goodnight to Rachel but caught as she was in her own fears she had failed to notice how quiet, how withdrawn and unresponsive her sister had been.


         Why? It rose like a sob in Emma’s throat. How could she not have seen! But she had not and now she never could, she could not ask if Rachel was suffering the same as herself.


         She had returned to her own room to sit staring at the door. Perhaps it had been the warmth of the summer night, the airless silence wrapping the house, but the somnolent lull of the ticking clock made her doze, drifting in that half world between sleep and waking, floating gently where the borders of reality merged with unreality, happy in the dream of her mother’s arms holding her, of her mother’s kiss; but her mother’s arms were gentle! Her kiss the tender essence of love!


         Half in the grip of sleep, bemused by a sweetness which was somehow sour, she must have moaned for the kiss which had been a brush against her mouth had hardened, the oppressive demand of it cutting off her cry as it snatched her back to consciousness.


         Fenton Gilmore was holding her, his mouth pressing down on hers. Memory flushed ice through Emma’s every vein.


         ‘Had you thought I would not come?’


         Thick, turgid, the words murmured in her brain.


         ‘But then you should have known I would.’


         Loathing and dread shot her fully awake and she had tried to twist away, but the arms holding her had been too strong.


         ‘How could I not come when there is so much pleasure waiting here in this room, pleasure I cannot deny you, my dear.’


         Swift as a striking snake one hand had fastened over her mouth, stifling the cry. His head had lifted then and in the brilliance of moonlight bathing the room those pale, opalescent eyes had glittered, the stare they held betraying an obscenity, a bestial gleam devoid of all but lust.


         ‘Ahhh  . . .’


         He had laughed softly, a brutal sordid sound catching in his throat.


         ‘But then I had forgotten, you do not share in that sensation; that is unfortunate . . . but only for you my dear; as for myself it is regrettable, but then a man cannot have all he might wish for and neither can a woman, so you, Emma, must simply enjoy your displeasure.’


         ‘No!’


         Muffled by the hand covering her mouth, the plea had made no impression on the silence.


         ‘Shh!’


         The sound had been soft, a mere breath on the stillness, but the flash of those moon-painted eyes had carried a warning, a noiseless threat booming loud as thunder in her frightened mind.


         ‘It would be senseless to cry out, senseless and useless my dear.’


         He had brought his face close to hers and though his hand was still on her mouth the fumes of brandy on his breath filled her nostrils.


         ‘You see  . . .’


         It had come on a laugh of pure lechery, a putrescence of sound which as it echoed again in the deep reaches of Emma’s brain had her limbs tremble.


         ‘I have thought of everything. You cry out and I say I came in place of your aunt whom you have worn out with your endless cries in the night, cries claiming a man is in your room when of course no one is ever there; I can have you proclaimed mentally disturbed and placed in an asylum: oh yes all of that is within my jurisdiction as of course is your sister.’


         Rachel! He had the same rule over Rachel as he had over her!


         She had tried to twist away but the gleam in those animal eyes showed such struggles only served to excite him.


         ‘You are telling yourself I would not impose a lifelong sentence on one so young, so innocent, but believe it Emma I would and I will supposing you do not cooperate. After all, my dear, that you pleasure me is little enough to give in return for what I have done for you.’


         In the soft glow of moonlight, he had seen her recognise the truth of this, that unless she did all he asked then Rachel would be shut away for the rest of her life. She had so desperately wanted to twist from his grasp but as his hand had released her mouth, had with deliberate tormenting slowness released the buttons of her gown and chemise then fastened over her breast, she had felt the mantrap of lust close about her.


         It had lasted no more than minutes, minutes in which her soul had screamed, and then abruptly he had stepped away.


         ‘We will not taste all of the sweetness tonight  . . .’


         At the door he had looked back and there had been evil in the voice coming quietly to her.


         ‘We have so many nights before us, nights filled with pleasure for myself and in time for you also Emma, however do not forget, the choice is yours but it is a choice whose refusal you will be given cause to regret . . . and believe me my dear you will regret deeply, for where you have refused there is another, one even younger, one who will not be given that choice.’


         ‘No! Not again, please God not again!’


         Locked in her own private nightmare Emma’s cry rang in the hushed room as a hand touched her shoulder.
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‘No! No more! Never again, you will never do that again!’


         ‘Eh miss, I apologises; I wouldn’t ’ave touched you ’cept you didn’t seem to hear when I spoke to you, eh Miss Emma I be real sorry  . . .’


         ‘Don’t lie, you’ve lied enough already!’ Emma’s retort was half cried, half screamed.


         ‘Lied!’ Pained feelings echoed in Polly Lacy’s voice, ‘I ain’t never lied to you Miss Emma.’


         Where were the bruising fingers, the snarl as she was pulled to her feet, the thick victorious laugh as the hand closed over her breast?


         ‘I wouldn’t never do that Miss Emma, you should know I wouldn’t.’


         Miss! He was calling her miss! But why, for what reason? Fenton Gilmore never addressed her as miss!


         ‘. . . I apologises again  . . .’


         Neither did he ever apologise!


         Pushing slowly through the trauma of revulsion Emma struggled to separate reality from nightmare, giving a gasp of relief as she surfaced from the dark realms of loathing and disgust.


         ‘Polly!’ She frowned, not yet completely free of the horror which had gripped her senses.


         ‘I said as I be sorry, miss, please don’t say anythin’ to Mrs Coley, her be cross with me enough already and if you tells her you be cross with me an’ all  . . .’


         ‘Cross!’ Emma’s frown deepened. ‘Polly, why on earth would I be cross with you?’


         Nonplussed, her own brow creasing, the maid regarded Emma with puzzled eyes. ‘You were cross on account of me touchin’ you, I . . . I wouldn’t ’ave done so ’cept you seemed not to hear when I spoke; but I d’ain’t lie to you Miss Emma, honest I d’ain’t.’


         What had she said? Had she spoken a name? Had she disclosed the abomination which took place in this room? Doubt a turmoil threatening once more to suck her into that dark pit of odium and despair, Emma caught at the lifeline of tears she saw glint in the other girl’s eyes.


         Rising quickly to her feet she caught the maid’s hand. ‘Polly I’m sorry to have hurt you, I . . . I was half asleep, forgive me please.’


         ‘It’s all right, Miss Emma.’ Polly smiled through the hazel gleam. ‘I guess you must ’ave been daydreamin’ and my touchin’ you on the shoulder scared you; I should ’ave had more sense.’


         ‘No Polly, I should have had more sense.’


         ‘Ain’t none of us has a lot of sense when we be dreamin’.’


         ‘Even so.’ Emma shook her head. ‘I ought not to have reacted in such a way . . . and as for accusing you of lying, Polly, that is unforgivable.’


         Blinking remnants of moisture from her lashes, her smile becoming an impish grin, Polly replied. ‘Only if half a lie be unforgivable; you see Miss Emma, it were only part truth when I said I wouldn’t never lie, one half be I wouldn’t lie to you but the other half is there be some folk I wouldn’t be so particular about.’


         A sound from the landing caught her ear; Polly glanced at the door standing ajar then, her eyes returning swiftly to Emma, their look requesting understanding, she said, ‘I’ll bring you up a nice cup of tea Miss Emma, and I’ll ask Mrs Coley for one of her powders. They always works wonders.’


         ‘Powders! For what, Emma?’


         Henrietta’s demand seemed to penetrate every corner of the room.


         ‘Miss Emma is  . . .’


         Henrietta’s look of iced slate swivelled. ‘I did not address you girl, until I do you will remain silent! Now Emma, you may answer.’


         There was more than coldness in those eyes, more than enquiry. For a moment Emma was uncertain what she saw, what lay behind the look now directed at herself, then in a flash blinding in its clarity she knew; it was apprehension. Her aunt was concerned, but that concern was not for her niece. The realisation lent her confidence and she met the stare intended to dig its way into her mind. ‘I have asked Polly would she please bring a cup of tea to my room; do you have an objection to that, Aunt?’


         Recognising the challenge Henrietta ignored the question, her own a fresh barrage of ice. ‘And the powder? What would that be, and why do you require it?’


         Holding the glacial stare with one equally unrelenting Emma answered. ‘Mrs Coley is kind enough to give me one of her powders when my monthly pain is strong.’


         ‘You!’ Henrietta glared at her maid. ‘Tell me, what exactly is it Mrs Coley so kindly supplies?’


         ‘That be Beecham’s Powders, ma’am.’ With relief that the strategy of the glance directed earlier to Emma had succeeded Polly went on. ‘They be very good for ’eadache and for that pain Miss Emma be sufferin’, a Beecham’s Powder will see it gone in no time; will I go fetch it for her, ma’am?’


         A nod granting permission, Henrietta waited until the door closed behind the departing maid, then in a tone matching the frost in her eyes said. ‘I have cautioned you on previous occasions against gossiping with the staff yet you continue to disregard my instructions.’


         ‘Gossip, Aunt!’ Emma met the reprimand with open derision. ‘I would hardly call asking a drink be brought to my room gossip.’


         ‘And that is all you spoke of?’


         There it was again! The concern she had seen in those eyes was now clear in the demand hurled at her. Fear of what? Emma sat down on the bed. Was her aunt worried the staff knew of her husband’s predilection for night wanderings? That they might inadvertently let drop that information in her niece’s hearing? Or . . . Emma’s heart thumped . . . was her anxiety that of a woman with a yet more dreadful secret to hide than that of a seduced housemaid? Emma forced herself to speak calmly.


         ‘What else would I speak of, Aunt?’


         It was not so much question as confrontation! Henrietta’s mien tightened like a screw. In the weeks following her sister’s death the girl’s attitude had become one of defiance, of provocation, a fast developing problem which must be stamped out. Nostrils flared with suppressed anger her voice stiff beneath the effort of control, she directed a glance of hostility at Emma.


         ‘Your manners are to be regretted, Emma. Perhaps you would benefit from a period of confinement.’


         ‘. . . I can have you proclaimed mentally disturbed and placed in an asylum  . . .’


         Almost the same words, the very threat Fenton Gilmore had used against her. Coincidence or complicity? Emma’s veins throbbed with the sudden surge of blood. Had her aunt and uncle discussed the subject, had they talked together of how they might have her removed from Beechcroft without apparent blame to themselves?


         ‘You are telling yourself I would not impose a lifelong sentence . . . believe it, Emma, I would  . . .’


         They both would! Facing the truth contained in that caustic stare Emma felt the cold fingers of fear close about her heart.


 


‘I couldn’t think of anythin’ else to say, I hope I don’t ’ave caused you trouble with her lady— the mistress.’


         ‘No trouble, Polly,’ Emma assured the girl as Henrietta swept from the bedroom. ‘You said exactly the right thing, my aunt knows the pain both Rachel and myself  . . .’


         As though only now did the full impact of the loss of her sister strike home, Emma’s whole body trembled. Forgetting the different status of maid and daughter of the house, Polly placed the tray she held on to the bedside table then sat beside Emma and took her in her arms.


         ‘I know what you be feelin’,’ she murmured, ‘I know the pain of losin’ them you love most, it be a pain so strong you think nothin’ will ever cure it an’ truth to tell nothin’ does, not complete. Time . . .’ Polly paused, her voice quivering as she went on. ‘My mother used to say time was the Lord’s poultice, it sometimes be slow drawing poison from a wounded heart but the healing be sure. That is what you must cling to, that and the knowin’ Miss Rachel wouldn’t want you to grieve for her; and as for that other one,’ Polly’s voice hardened, ‘you ’ave no need of bein’ worried, that cow of an aunt won’t never find out nothin’ from me nor from Mrs Coley; and any road up, her don’t be one for pokin’ among the laundry so her don’t be like to see it ain’t your time of the month.’


         If it were that simple, if the worry were only about Polly’s well-meant white lie!


         Swallowing hard on the tears Polly’s compassion had resulted in Emma drew free of the girl’s arms. ‘Thank you, Polly.’ She forced a smile but it did not hide the tremor in her words, the fear of her aunt’s threat.


         Polly rose and moved to the door, waiting several seconds before opening it and glancing along the corridor to the landing. Satisfied her mistress had returned downstairs she closed the door quietly. ‘Miss Emma.’ She turned toward the figure still sitting on the bed. ‘Please don’t ask no questions there don’t be time for the answerin’, your aunt be already suspicious of we talkin’ together.’


         ‘Polly  . . .’


         ‘No, miss.’ Polly shook her head. ‘Not here, not now, please just listen. After Miss Rachel were brought home, afore anybody were allowed into her room . . . well, Mrs Coley were certain the place had been gone over thorough like and that by your aunt. We don’t know what her might ’ave been lookin’ for or whether her found it but one thing her d’ain’t find.’


         ‘. . . the garments dropped to the floor, got shuffled ’neath the bed  . . .’


         Words the cook had uttered with such contempt echoed in Emma’s mind. That was what her aunt had not removed, the clothes Rachel had been wearing, the clothing showing the evidence of her abuse.


         ‘Her never found it cos I did.’


         As memories invaded her head Emma was only half aware of Polly’s continuing.


         ‘It were among Miss Rachel’s underwear, folded in a pair of bloomers so it weren’t seen by just flickin’ through the drawer. It dropped from the pocket when I shook out them bloomers – you remember your aunt said not to put any patched clothes among the things to be sold but put them aside to be sent to the pawn shop – that were the reason of my checkin’ everythin’ so careful, the mistress don’t take kind to her word bein’ ignored.’


         ‘. . . if you wish a token  . . .’


         It had held no sympathy, conveyed no tenderness of feeling, a face rigid in its apathy emphasising a callous lack of interest. Henrietta Gilmore had issued the favour with the sensitivity of a judge sentencing a felon. Drawn ever deeper into the past Emma heard only the cold accusation.


         ‘Nothing, you have taken nothing? It is inconceivable you would want no token. I warn you, Emma, I do not care to be deceived. There is no necessity for you to hide the fact of your keeping a memento from your sister’s belongings; I demand you tell me what it is!’


         ‘I never meant to keep it, Miss Emma, and that be the gospel truth but when I heard the mistress’s step on the landing I . . . well I thought should her see me with it in my hand her might go sayin’ as I was stealin’, that were when I slipped it ’neath my skirt. I know I shouldn’t ’ave but somethin’ seemed to tell me not to let the mistress ’ave it and though you was there along with me I couldn’t ’ave explained my feelin’, not afore your aunt reached the room. It were wrong of me I knows that but I ain’t no thief, Miss Emma, I d’ain’t never intend the keepin’ of it.’


         ‘. . . the fact of your keeping  . . .’


         Unaware the words pounding in her brain had slipped from her tongue Emma was startled by hands grasping suddenly at her own.


         ‘Oh please, Miss Emma . . . truly I never meant to keep it.’


         Almost in tears Polly shook the hands she held, the movement bringing Emma to the moment.


         Emma looked up with consternation at the maid, seeing distress where usually a smile would have been, noticing that tears were threatening to spill. ‘Polly.’ She stood quickly, all her attention now on the girl. ‘Polly, what is wrong . . . what is it?’


         Polly glanced toward the door, to check that it was still firmly closed. Reassured, she slipped a small cloth-wrapped parcel from the pocket of her skirt. ‘It be this. I took it from Miss Rachel’s room but I wasn’t thinkin’ to steal, cross me heart and hope to die.’


         The heartache so obvious in the oath, in the quick touch of fingers signing brow and chest, stopped Emma’s quick smile. Whatever it was Polly had or had not done was clearly the cause of some anxiety. ‘Polly,’ she said as she dropped the object unthinkingly on to the bed then reached for the other girl’s hands, ‘Polly, of course I believe you would not steal.’


         ‘The mistress wouldn’t, her would be only too quick to condemn, that be why I thought at first to throw it away, get rid of it in the rubbish heap. That way nobody would never know of it but . . . well, that would ’ave been stealin’ just the same, so I asked Mrs Coley what were best to do, I showed her what it was and explained how come I didn’t give it to the mistress, I thought Mrs Coley would chide me for that but her never. Her looked at what I’d handed her then said it had to be given back but not to the mistress, that seein’ as it had belonged to Miss Rachel then I should give it to you, that—’


         Halted abruptly, Polly swung round at a sound beyond the door. Soft, muffled, it had not caught Emma’s attention but to the girl, her acuity of hearing heightened by nervous tension, it cracked like a pistol shot.


         ‘Hide it, miss.’ Swift as were the whispered words her hands were quicker as she caught up the package and thrust it at Emma. ‘Please,’ she whispered agitatedly, ‘don’t tell the mistress I—’


         Once more she broke off in mid-sentence. Taking up the neatly wrapped powder, handing it and the teacup to Emma, the request repeated clear in her eyes as Henrietta returned to the room Polly said, ‘You take that, miss, you’ll feel better in an hour or so.’


         ‘I see no cure for pain in idle chatter!’ Henrietta stared sourly at Emma, then to Polly snapped, ‘Return to your duties!’


         Would the woman have seen, would she demand to see what it was Emma had instinctively dropped behind her back, to be given the package now being sat on? Without question that would lead to a charge of attempted theft. With only a glance as a way to transfer these thoughts to Emma, to silently plead her cause, Polly bobbed a curtsy then took the tray and left the room.


         ‘That girl finds far too many excuses to leave her work, I am thinking to give her notice.’


         ‘Polly is very conscientious in her duties. You may have difficulty in finding someone as willing and helpful as she.’


         ‘Pah!’ Henrietta spat away the defence. ‘Willingness to stand gossiping is that girl’s only quality and it is one fast transferring itself to you, but I tell you a last time, that will stop or I will be forced to take action.’


         Superficial calmness concealing the flurry Polly’s anxious words had produced in her mind, Emma met the innate threat with a cool derision. ‘Action?’ She paused as if engaged in some mental search, then with one eyebrow raised in recognition went on. ‘Ah yes! The confinement to an institution. Thank you, Aunt, your concern for my welfare is so very heart-warming . . . just as it always was for Rachel.’


         The last, a barb tipped with acid, found its mark. With a sharp snatch of breath, her hands held across a corseted stomach clenching together, Henrietta’s thin lips tightened to vanishing point but the eyes glaring at Emma spewed fire. For several moments that fire burned against the ice of Emma’s stare then with a snapped, ‘You will regret your insolence!’ she swept from the room.


         ‘  . . .you will regret deeply  . . .’


         Heavy with lust, reptilian in their horror, the words slid uncontrollably into Emma’s mind, words Fenton Gilmore had used to subdue her to his will.
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‘You knew, didn’t you? You knew and yet you did nothing, you knew and you let him do it!’


         Emotions which had torn like a rip tide, emotions she had fought so hard to restrain in the hours since Polly Lacy had left her with that small package, trembled afresh in Emma.


         Across the immaculately neat sitting room Henrietta Gilmore also trembled though her tightly held body showed none of the perturbation inside her. Servants’ ears were forever open. Though thin lips barely moved nothing of the viciousness was lost in the quiet hiss.


         ‘Control yourself, Emma!’


         ‘Control!’ Emma’s gasp was one of disbelief. ‘How?’ she demanded, ‘tell me, Aunt, how do I do that, is it by shutting myself in my room, sitting there telling myself it is all in my imagination? Do I lie to myself as you did on all those nights your husband spent in your housemaid’s bed?’


         Henrietta’s glance flicked nervously toward the closed door then returned to Emma filled with iced venom.


         ‘How dare you!’


         ‘How dare I what, Aunt? Speak the truth? It is the truth, is it not?’


         How could she have learned of that incident? That trollop of a housemaid had been paid to keep silent. There was only one answer: the girl had reneged on her agreement, disclosed all to those below stairs and they in turn had told it to Emma; but to whom else might it have been told? Who outside of this house was privy to that scandal?


         Juggling with thoughts that had her nerves scream, Henrietta forced a frigid calm as she said:


         ‘What you have said, Emma, is beyond forgiveness. I shall speak with your uncle on his return. He will judge what is to be done with you.’


         Again the thinly veiled threat, but this time Emma was not to be cowed. Head up, eyes bright with anger, she retorted sharply, ‘We will both speak with him, we will both ask if what I have said is the truth or a lie.’


         ‘It is a lie!’ Henrietta’s snarl rasped across the room.


         ‘In that case he should be given the opportunity to deny it for himself.’


         What had come over the girl? Henrietta felt a nervous twitch pull at her stomach. She had always been easily quelled, quickly put down in any controversy, but today . . . today she showed little of that former self. The death of her sister would in some respects account for a temporary change of attitude but not for open defiance, and that was what was displaying itself now.


         ‘Why?’ Henrietta snapped over the tumult of thoughts. ‘Why would I believe so outrageous an accusation, why would my husband want a housemaid when he has me?’


         Facing the woman with whom she had lived for so long Emma saw the answer in the cold hard eyes. Fenton Gilmore never preferred his wife.


         A twinge of pity at that silent admission stirred in Emma; that was a terrible knowledge for any woman to hold.


         ‘I see you realise your mistake!’ Henrietta continued bitingly. ‘You comprehend that whoever furnished you with that information has sadly misled you; I warned you so many times about listening to gossip. See now where ignoring my instructions has led you; it is the act of a wicked, spiteful girl who would accuse her own uncle of committing so dreadful a crime when all he has ever done is care for her; but then you were ever ungrateful, you and that sulky, petulant ill natured brat of a sister. I advised you were both placed in an institution, one where you would reap the benefit of lying, but your uncle was too soft-hearted. But now . . . now when he hears of this latest transgression he will not be so lenient!’


         Sulky, petulant, ill-natured. She could say that of a child who had never once answered back, never disobeyed, a child who had only ever wanted love. Whatever had stirred in Emma, whether pity or simply regard for a woman stoically defending a husband she knew to be unfaithful, died instantly. All of the despondency, the heartache and wretchedness with which this woman had helped make the life of Rachel so full of misery rushed together in Emma, consolidating into animosity so strong it took a moment for her to speak, but when she did it was with a bitterness so profound the words cracked like ice.


         ‘The mistake is not mine but then you know that. You advised an institution for Rachel and myself; the sadness is your advice was not acted upon. Had it been then my sister and I would likely have been happier than living in what you made a prison of distress. Also I would not have been, as you put it, “furnished with gossip”.’ Pausing fractionally, her eyes surveying that taut unrelenting face, Emma felt animosity turn to loathing. This woman had virtually destroyed the childhood of her own kin, given Rachel a lifetime of unhappiness, a life which had ended in that same misery! Biting back tears crowding on that thought she went on:


         ‘This, Aunt, is not gossip. It is incontrovertible truth and once more I say you knew and yet took no action to prevent your husband molesting the children of your sister, that you stood by while Fenton Gilmore abused both Rachel and myself.’


         Henrietta’s eyes expressed a sudden sharp fear, but again her reply was steady. ‘Abused!’ she grated. ‘Since when was caring for children termed abuse!’


         Anger Emma had managed to curb, though it burned like a fire in her chest, suddenly flashed with mercurial swiftness along every vein as her reply blazed across the room:


         ‘And since when was rape termed care!’


         Breath drawn through tightly held lips Henrietta glanced again at the door before her own words burned the air.


         ‘That is a vile and loathsome accusation and it is one you will be given cause to regret!’


         ‘Given cause to regret,’ Emma repeated. ‘The very words spoken to me when I tried to fight Fenton Gilmore, to twist from his hands, hands which pawed my body while he threatened my refusal to pleasure him would result in his taking advantage of Rachel, his actual words being, “Where you have refused there is another, one even younger, one who will not be given that choice.” ’


         ‘That is a foul lie!’


         ‘It is no lie.’ Emma answered fire with ice.


         ‘You have no proof.’


         ‘Of his abusing me? Maybe not, but of his rape of my sister there is proof.’


         It was like a bomb had exploded in the room, an explosion followed by thick, intense silence.


         ‘Proof?’ Henrietta gagged on the word.


         ‘Yes.’ Emma nodded. ‘Proof even you will be unable to contest. Not satisfied with defiling one niece your husband abused then raped a younger one; he raped a thirteen-year-old child.’


         Alarm flashing across eyes hard as lead, the closing of tight features, nervous fingers twisting together like a lapful of serpents evidencing the turmoil in her brain, Henrietta’s reply was nevertheless sibilant, hushed yet redolent with threat.


         ‘Rape!’ she snarled. ‘No man can be accused of rape when he is taking what was freely offered; yes freely offered. If he raped your sister then she asked for it, both of you did, smiling and flaunting yourselves whenever you were in his company. If he came to your rooms, did what you profess then it was because you both invited him there. That little slut of a sister and you yourself are the same as your mother. She was a whore, she would open her legs for any man; my husband should be praised, not vilified, he should be praised for finding a home for the offspring of a whore, taking you in when nobody else would. He saved you from the workhouse and this is the reward he gets!’
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