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To Patricia the Valiant










ONE



People say you can’t die in your dreams but last night I felt I was going to die. I was falling, like she fell, and it was just before I hit the concrete – dark, rushing up at me – that I woke, gasping, sweating. I hadn’t got away. It was happening again.


I tried to think of a smooth sea, of a blue sky, of a forest with the wind gently stirring the leaves. It didn’t work.


I was awake but I was still in the dream. I was back where it all began.





I was sitting in the window seat of a café off Broadway Market. I was early and so I saw Jason and Poppy before they saw me. For a brief moment it was as if nothing had changed. Poppy was riding on Jason’s shoulders, clutching his ears, her mouth open in precarious joy, her glorious red hair like a banner in the soft breeze. The father with his little daughter, walking down the street towards the waiting mother.


Even at that moment, even though I had come here straight from being with Aidan, and had walked to the café in the glorious May warmth feeling alive with hope and desire and excitement and a sense of life unfurling, I felt a ripple of sadness. Poppy was so small, so vulnerable and trusting. And Jason and me, we’d done this to her – split her world in half. But we would make it better, together.


I watched as they drew closer. Jason was holding Poppy’s legs so that she was steady and he looked like he was singing. He had a nice voice; he always used to sing loudly in the shower. He probably still did.


As they passed the window, he saw me and gave that familiar, funny half-smile, as if there was a shared joke between us, like in the early days. He put Poppy’s little overnight bag on the pavement so that he could lift her up and off and down to the ground. Poppy pointed excitedly at me, then put her face to the window, her nose squashing against the glass and her breath misting it. ‘Mummy,’ she was saying soundlessly.


I stood up and met her at the door and hugged her and she pressed her face into my shoulder. She smelled like sawdust and sap. I’d assumed Jason would leave immediately, but he ordered coffee for himself and a hot chocolate for Poppy and we all sat down at the table. Poppy wriggled onto my lap and I looked at Jason a little uneasily. I was always anxious to avoid any competition for her affection. But he just smiled.


He was still good-looking. There were grey flecks in his neatly trimmed beard; he was bulkier. He was a grown-up now, a headmaster, he had status, but I could see the young man I’d fallen for – the young man who’d fallen for me.


I had a sudden, vivid memory of that first evening all those years ago. It had happened so quickly, right at a time when I was thinking I never wanted to get involved with another man, ever again. I was emerging from a spectacularly distressing break-up. My boyfriend of seven years – my first real love – had gone off with a close friend, someone I’d known for most of my life. I lost them both. Even the past I shared with them was wrecked by lies. It had left me a frail, raw, sore, pulpy mess of a human being.


But on a spring day like today, full of blossom and fresh green leaves, my friend Gina had persuaded me to go to a party with her. She said it would do me good and wouldn’t take no for an answer. She stood over me while I put on a dress that looked more like a sack, and brushed my long red hair, and refused to wear make-up. Jason was there, tall and rangy, with grey eyes, a cleft in his then-beardless chin, and a faded blue cotton shirt. I could still remember how he looked at me and didn’t look away. We got talking. We danced together and I felt the heat of his body. I suddenly thought: so my life isn’t ruined after all; so I am still desirable and I can still feel desire; so my boyfriend was a scumbag and my girlfriend crap, but I can still laugh and dance and have sex and feel life rippling through me. I can begin again.


We’d gone on to a bar in Camden High Street. I remember I had a tequila and my head swam and I was thinking to myself that I had to be careful, I mustn’t be a fool, not again. Jason laid his hand over mine, told me that he was with someone else and it was as if he had slapped me. I was suddenly sober. I said I wasn’t going to get involved with anyone who was in a relationship. I knew what it felt like to be betrayed. Jason nodded, kissed me on the cheek, a bit too close to my mouth, and we said goodbye and I thought I would never see him again.


The next day, he texted me. I could still remember it word for word: I’ve just broken up. No pressure. But I’d love to see you.


Now we were here, all those years later, with our beautiful three-year-old daughter, and in July it would be the first anniversary of our separation. So much promised and so much lost. It hadn’t been a divorce because we’d never married. But we’d shared a child and a house and a life.


The young, fresh-faced barista came over with the drinks. She put the large mug of hot chocolate in front of Poppy.


‘This is for you, young lady, I guess.’


Poppy glared at the woman, who looked disconcerted.


‘She’s a bit tired,’ said Jason.


‘I’m not tired,’ said Poppy firmly, but she had that twitchiness about her. A storm was coming.


The woman raised her eyebrows and moved away.


‘How was your weekend?’ I asked.


Jason looked at Poppy. ‘How was it, Poppy?’


‘It rained.’


‘Well, not all the time.’


‘It rained and it rained and it rained.’


‘I know, honey. You and me and Emily played games and you did pictures and you cooked with Emily.’


Emily was Jason’s wife. She really was his wife. This time Jason had got married. Poppy had gone to their wedding. I had made a yellow dress for her and washed her hair the night before, and later I saw the photograph of the three of them, a whole new family without me in it.


‘That sounds good,’ I said, trying to sound like I meant it. I did mean it, I told myself. How could I not want Poppy to have a good time? I looked at my ex-partner. ‘Thanks, Jason.’


Jason smiled again, his small, secret smile inviting my complicity: him and me against the world. He’d always been like that.


‘We’re doing OK, aren’t we?’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Us two.’ He gestured towards Poppy who was dangerously lifting her mug. ‘People make such a mess of it. They turn on each other. We haven’t done that.’


I slid my eyes to Poppy. She had chocolate round her mouth and she was carefully blowing into her drink. Poppy often seemed to be in her own world, not paying attention, but she was a human sponge, soaking up everything. It was impossible to know what she saw, what she heard, what she understood.


‘We haven’t.’


‘And we won’t.’


When we agreed to separate, we laid down ground rules: never to be angry with each other in front of Poppy. Never to compete for her. Never to try and buy her affection with treats and toys, or not be firm with her about behaviour or the structure of her days. Never to let any disagreements leak out into our relationship with her. Never to criticise the other to her. Always to collaborate on how we raised her. Always to assume that we had her best interests as a priority and to trust each other as parents. And so on. There were loads of them. It was like a self-help book. Jason wrote them all down and he emailed them to me, as if it was a contract. And by and large we had kept to it.


I looked at the man who was the father of my child. He used to hate buying clothes for himself, so I would buy them. The jacket was a birthday present I’d got him three years earlier. But I hadn’t bought his patterned shirt. I hadn’t been with him when he chose that pair of soft leather shoes. I unfolded a paper napkin and wiped Poppy’s mouth.


‘Shall we head off, poppet?’


As we stood up, Jason leaned close, almost as if he were going to kiss me, but instead he whispered something.


‘Sorry?’


‘Everything will be all right.’


‘What?’ said Poppy.


‘We’re just saying goodbye,’ said Jason.





The shared entrance to my flat was always cluttered with junk mail. Bernie, who lived upstairs, kept his bike there and he was lifting it off its rack as I opened the door.


‘Tess!’ he said, as if I’d been away for months. ‘And Poppy!’ He leaned forward with a look of concern. ‘Is everything all right?’


He was about my age, in his mid-thirties, thin, with muddy brown eyes, brown hair in a ponytail and a wispy brown beard. The tops of two of the fingers on his left hand were missing, which Poppy always found fascinating, and he had a habit of standing just a little bit too close to people. He stooped down to Poppy and she took a step back and stared at him with round eyes.


‘She’s tired,’ I said and slid a toe through the mess of letters. A couple of envelopes were addressed to me: more bills.


‘If I can do anything,’ he said.


I mumbled something that I hoped was both polite and discouraging.


Our cat was waiting at the door of the flat. I’d taken Sunny when I left and I’d taken my old sewing machine and my garden tools and almost nothing else. I hadn’t taken the pictures, the furniture and light shades and mismatched plates and glasses, the Christmas decorations, all the stuff that we had chosen together and accumulated over the years and which would remind me of those early days of happiness and then how they slipped away. I needed to shut the door on all of that, but I couldn’t have left Sunny behind with Jason and Emily in Brixton, even though he had lived in that house for years. He was my companion, old and fat and scruffy, his coat a fading orange, with disapproving green eyes, a limp, and a ragged ear.


Poppy picked Sunny up, his legs dangling uncomfortably from between her arms, and hefted him into her bedroom. It was the first room I’d decorated when we moved in, putting up shelves, making the sky-blue curtains, painting the walls, assembling the bed, buying bed linen and bright throws and the little wicker chair. Poppy had helped me, choosing colours and standing beside me when I rolled on the paint, laying on small clean licks of paint with the brush I’d got for her.


I unpacked Poppy’s bag, putting the dungarees into a drawer, tossing the tee shirt, knickers and socks into a corner to be washed. I took out the squashy teddy with button eyes and the slightly shabby rag doll, Milly, with her red felt skirt and hair of orange wool, and half-tucked them into her bed, according to Poppy’s strict instructions. Poppy wouldn’t go to sleep without them on either side of her. I returned Poppy’s favourite picture books to her bookshelf and put the pouch of pens and crayons on the desk.


At the bottom of the bag was a pile of paper: Poppy’s pictures from the weekend. I sat on the bed.


‘Can you show me your drawings?’


Poppy sat beside me, the cat sliding off her lap. I looked down at the small figure. Pale-skinned, dark-eyed, with unequivocally red hair, redder than mine. A fierce, demanding, joyful little girl who still didn’t understand what was happening in her life. The thought of it gave me an ache in my chest.


The first picture consisted of a bright orange splurge at the top and dotted streaks of blue below.


‘Is that the sun?’


‘It rained,’ said Poppy.


‘It’s beautiful.’


This was followed by a creature I thought was a lion or a horse; a princess; a house; all of them in yellows and reds and blues.


‘These are great. I’m going to choose one of them and put it above my bed, so I can look at it and think of you.’


Poppy seemed unimpressed by this.


I lifted the house and came to the final picture. It was so different that for a moment I wondered whether there had been some mistake, whether it had been drawn by someone else. It was entirely in thick black crayon. It was simple and basic and violent. There was what looked like a lighthouse or tower and next to it, at the top of the tower, if it was a tower, was one of Poppy’s triangular figures, with legs and arms like angry sticks coming out of it and a clotted scribble of black around the head. The figure was slanted, with its head pointed downwards.


‘Is that a tower?’


‘It is a tower.’


I wasn’t sure that Poppy wasn’t just repeating back to me what I’d said. I pointed to the figure.


‘Who’s that?’


Poppy put a finger on the head with the scrawl of dark lines around it.


‘I done her hair.’


‘Did,’ I said faintly. ‘But who is it? Is it an angel? A fairy?’


‘A fairy godmother.’


I stared at the jagged lines with a sense of disquiet.


‘Is she flying?’


‘No.’


‘Is it a story? Is it a magic story?’


‘She was in the tower.’


‘Like Rapunzel?’


‘Her,’ said Poppy, jabbing at the figure in the picture.


‘No, I mean, is that someone in a story?’


‘He did kill her.’


‘What?’


‘He did kill. Kill and kill and kill.’


‘Darling, what are you saying. Who?’


But now Poppy was confused and she said she was hungry, and then she said she wanted to have been a cat, and then she started to cry. I put the pictures on the desk, except for the one in black crayon, which I took with me.










TWO



I dreamed someone was calling me and then blearily realised it wasn’t a dream. I slid out of bed, still half asleep, and went into Poppy’s room, turning on the bedside lamp. Poppy was sitting up, her hair wild and her face a tragic mask. I could smell and feel what had happened.


‘Don’t worry about that. Let’s get you clean and dry and I’ll put some new sheets on your bed.’


‘I did it.’


‘Did what?’


‘I did wet it.’


‘It’s just a little accident.’


Though Poppy hadn’t wet her bed for many months, I thought, as I pulled clean pyjamas onto her and stripped the bed.


‘Climb into my bed,’ I said, ‘while I get this done. Take Teddy and Milly with you.’


‘I did it. I did it.’ Her face puckered up and she started to sob.


‘Never you mind.’


‘Don’t hit me!’


‘Hit you! What are you saying? Of course I won’t hit you. I’ll never hit you, my darling one. Come with me.’





Poppy slept with me for the rest of the night. She pressed her strong hot body against mine and wriggled until she got comfortable. Her breath smelled like hay.


‘Are you still dead?’


I gave a splutter of startled laughter.


‘I’ve never been dead.’


‘You didn’t die?’


‘No. I didn’t die, my darling. I’m here. Go to sleep now.’


And Poppy did sleep until five in the morning, when a grey light was showing round the edges of the curtains, and then she woke with such a violent jerk that it woke me too. Her eyes were wide open and she stared at me as if I was a stranger.





‘Jason, sorry to call like this, but I just wanted to know if anything happened over the weekend. Anything that might have disturbed or distressed Poppy.’


I was downstairs in the conservatory – a room of glass and steel girders, and the reason I had bought this flat in the first place, in spite of its poky bedrooms and the miniature kitchen off to its side – speaking softly into the phone in case Poppy overheard. In the garden, there were two goldfinches on the feeder.


‘It’s not even half past six.’


‘I thought you’d be up. You always get up early.’


‘Nothing happened. Nothing disturbed her. She’s fine. You shouldn’t worry over every little thing.’


‘This isn’t a little thing. She’s acting strangely. And she wet her bed.’


‘She’s just a kid, Tess.’


I thought of the drawing, the words she had said. I thought of the way she had clung to me.


‘It doesn’t feel right.’


‘I’ve got to go.’


‘Right,’ I said tiredly. ‘I mean you’re right. I’m sorry. I do worry.’





I fed Sunny and emptied the dishwasher. I put clothes on Poppy (the stripy cotton trousers that I’d made for her a few weeks ago, a baggy tee shirt, her denim jacket and green pull-on plimsolls), and clothes on myself (rusty-coloured shirt dress, denim jacket, ankle boots). I brushed Poppy’s red hair and plaited it and Poppy yelled. I brushed my own not-quite-so-red hair and tied it back. I made us both porridge. I put Poppy’s lunch (sandwich, slices of raw carrot and cucumber, apple) into her lunch box and my own lunch (ditto) into mine. I cleaned Poppy’s teeth and cleaned my own. Just before leaving, I put the drawing into my backpack.


At a quarter to eight, I dropped Poppy off at Gina’s house. I’d known Gina since secondary school: we’d gone on holiday together, shared a house, shared secrets; we’d seen each other fall in love, go through break-ups, get spectacularly drunk or stoned; we’d argued and made up. For a while, Carlie had been part of our small friendship group as well, until she went off with my boyfriend – and then Gina had refused to have anything more to do with her and still spoke of her with an icy contempt. Gina and I had been pregnant at the same time and given birth a couple of months apart.


I sometimes thought we were more like sisters than friends, bound together by a shared past. She was part of the reason I’d moved to London Fields. Her son Jake was in the same nursery class as Poppy. She had another child too, six-month-old Nellie, with chunky legs, cheeks like red apples and a roar like a motorbike accelerating.


Gina worked for a charity and she had returned to work three months after giving birth. It was her husband, Laurie, who worked from home and did most of the childcare. Sometimes I wondered if he actually worked at all. He genuinely seemed to love looking after the children: he was always baking with them, or painting, or going on outings to strange events he’d read about online. Poppy and I had accompanied him to a surreal rabbit gymkhana in Barking a few months ago and watched solemn teenaged girls tow their bewildered rabbits on leads over, and mostly through, miniature jumps. He was a slight figure, but I was used to seeing him with Nellie in a sling and Jake on his hip. Two or three times a week, he or Gina – but almost always he – took Poppy and Jake to school and collected them. I did the same on my days off. While Jason had sailed upwards into his headship, I’d shifted sideways after Poppy was born, becoming a part-time primary school teacher on a salary that sometimes covered my outgoings and sometimes didn’t quite cover them. How had that happened, I wondered, when we’d started out as equals? How had I let it happen?


That morning, Poppy didn’t want to be left. She put her arms around my legs and hung on furiously. I had to prise her off me.


‘Don’t worry.’ Laurie gave me a little push out of the door. ‘She’ll be fine as soon as you’re out of sight.’





‘Something’s wrong,’ I said to Nadine as we ate our sandwiches together. Nadine was head of inclusion in the school in east London where I taught Year Threes. She was tall and strong and had dark, very short hair. She wore hooped earrings and leather jackets and biker boots. She had three sons and whenever I went to her house I was struck by the amount of noise and mess they made, and by how calm she remained, like she was in a space of her own. The children at the school were quite scared of her. I loved her, and I wanted to be more like her – solid, confident, safe, married.


I took the drawing out of my backpack.


‘She’s never done anything like it before.’


I told Nadine about what Poppy had said, about her wetting the bed, about her clinginess. Nadine listened attentively and then smiled.


‘It’s one drawing, one accident in the bed. Do you think that you might just be hyper-vigilant at the moment, because of everything you’ve been through with the divorce?’


‘It wasn’t actually a divorce.’


‘It was like a divorce. It was a crisis in your life and in hers. So one little thing triggers anxiety in you.’


‘What about “he did kill”?’


She laughed.


‘You should hear some of the stuff my boys come out with. They take everything in, things you didn’t even notice they’d heard or seen. Something someone said on the street as they were passing by, something on TV, whatever.’


I stood up.


‘I’m sure you’re right.’


‘If you go on feeling worried, you can always talk to Alex.’


Alex was Nadine’s partner and a psychotherapist.


‘He wouldn’t mind?’


‘You can ask him.’


‘It’s OK. I’ll just keep an eye on her.’





When I collected her from Gina and Laurie’s, Poppy was bright-eyed and excited, with yellow paint smeared on one cheek and grass in her hair. She hurled herself into my arms and then pulled away to show me the stickers she’d put on her tummy.


‘It looks like she’s had a lovely time.’


Laurie looked distracted.


‘I think so. Yes.’


‘Was everything all right?’


‘They had a little tiff. I’m sure it’s all sorted now.’


I put Poppy down and spoke to Laurie in a quieter tone. As a teacher, I’d always tried to deal with bullying wherever I saw it. I had always promised myself that I would never be one of those parents who refused to accept that their own children could do things like that.


‘What happened?’


‘Jake got a bit upset.’


‘Did Poppy hurt him?’


‘I don’t know. Jake was crying. I think Poppy said something.’


‘What did she say?’


‘I don’t know what it was exactly.’ Laurie gave a little shrug and smiled at me, a dimple in one cheek. ‘Jake just said it was something horrible. He was crying.’


‘Could I ask Jake about it?’


Laurie shook his head. ‘I’ve only just calmed him down. Don’t worry. He’s probably already forgotten about it. We both know what they’re like at that age.’


On the short walk back, I tried to let things be but I couldn’t. When we got to the little patch of green near the flat, I stopped and knelt down so that I could look Poppy right in the eyes.


‘Did you have fun with Jake?’


‘He cried,’ Poppy said, matter-of-factly.


‘Yes, I know. Why did he cry?’


‘He was crying.’


‘Did you say something to make him cry?’


‘I’m hungry,’ said Poppy. ‘Very hungry.’


There was no point in pursuing it.


‘That’s good,’ I said, ‘because we’re going to have a barbecue with Aidan. That’ll be fun, won’t it?’


I was being ridiculous, I thought. I was being just the kind of over-protective mother I promised myself I wouldn’t be.










THREE



Aidan arrived with food and quick-lighting barbecue bags. He unloaded the meal onto the kitchen table: corn on the cob, red peppers, two slices of tuna, a fishcake for Poppy, lettuce, tomatoes, a bottle of white wine.


‘You know there’s just the three of us,’ I said warily.


‘It’s the first barbecue of the year,’ Aidan said with an air of ceremony. ‘It needs to be done properly.’


I turned to Poppy. ‘Do you want to help with the food?’


‘No,’ Poppy said firmly.


Aidan looked a bit crestfallen.


‘Sorry,’ I said.


‘It’s all right. Only men are allowed near a barbecue. It’s the law.’


The barbecue had collapsed during the winter and Aidan had to spend some time reassembling it before he could light it. I went inside with Poppy and gave her a drawing book and crayons and sat her down at her little red table and chair. Poppy immediately set to work with ferocious concentration, producing drawings at great speed: a page of violet streaks, one of green and yellow loops and circles, an orange blob that I knew to be Sunny – Sunny was her most constant subject. I looked over her shoulder: there didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary.


In the garden, Aidan was still struggling with one of the legs of the rickety, rusty barbecue that the previous owner had left behind. It was probably time to buy a new one. He was wearing faded black jeans and a denim shirt, rolled up just below the elbows, and scuffed trainers. His dark brown hair was receding ever so slightly. His round-framed spectacles gave him a studious, slightly baffled air, owlish. He worked for an alternative energy consultancy and sometimes I heard him talking on the phone to colleagues about capacity factors, feed-in tariffs and more things I didn’t understand. He was a neat, mild-mannered, courteous and slightly shy man who never pushed himself forward or interrupted or raised his voice: the opposite of Jason in every way. I liked everything about him, especially the way he paid attention to people, listening to what they said with an air of studious concentration. He was like this with Poppy as well. I opened the bottle of wine, poured two glasses and walked outside. Aidan had got the barbecue steady and was lighting two bags of coal. He stood back and I handed him one of the glasses.


‘What time will it be ready?’


He looked at his watch. ‘Seven. Sorry, is that too late for Poppy?’


‘It’s fine.’


‘Hello!’


We both had to look around to see where the voice was coming from. Bernie was leaning out of his window.


‘This is Aidan and this is my neighbour, Bernie.’


‘I’ve seen you,’ said Bernie. ‘Going in, going out.’


He said this in an appraising tone, as if he were keeping count.


Aidan lifted a hand. ‘Should we invite him?’ he whispered.


‘No.’


‘Barbecue,’ Bernie said.


‘Yes, I hope the smoke from it won’t—’


‘If you’re discussing whether to invite me down, don’t worry, I’ve got a friend coming over.’


The window went down. Aidan looked at me quizzically.


‘He has a few of these friends,’ I said. ‘Some of them are very loud. You can hear it through the ceiling. Do you think I can ask him to be a bit quieter? It feels awkward.’


‘Does Poppy hear?’


‘I don’t know. I hope not.’ I noticed him smiling. ‘I know. It sounds funny but things feel a bit fragile.’


He poked the coal with a stick and watched it brighten. ‘What’s up?’


I took a sip of wine.


‘I’m sorry. Sometimes Poppy comes back from her father’s in a strange mood and then I worry and feel guilty about what we’ve put her through. Does that make sense?’


Aidan looked through the window at Poppy, still deep in her drawing, that fearsome scowl, and the tip of her tongue on her lip.


‘Is she all right?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘I wish I could say something helpful. But probably it’s just like the weather. It’ll pass. I know that isn’t much comfort when you’re standing in the rain, but the rain will stop.’


‘I suppose so,’ I said doubtfully.


He put his hands up. ‘Or maybe it’s not like the weather.’


I leaned forward and kissed him on his stubbly cheek. He smelled nice.


‘I know it’s complicated, me and Poppy. I know I keep cancelling on you at the last minute, or sending you away in the middle of the night. And that my mind can be on other things. I come with baggage.’


With his free hand, Aidan touched the back of my head and then ran it down the nape of my neck and spine.


‘I brought some work I need to get done after we’ve eaten. But after that, is it OK if I stay? For a bit at least. I mean, only if you want me to.’


‘I do want you to. Not for the night, though.’


‘OK.’


‘Not yet.’





Poppy ate her fishcake and firmly refused to eat any salad or vegetables. Afterwards she had a bowl of chocolate ice cream and then complained that her tummy hurt. I took her upstairs, undressed her and helped her into the bath, soaped her pliant body, blew a few bubbles for her, then lifted her out and wrapped her in a towel. I put her in her pyjamas and read to her and she joined in with the lines she had learned by heart. When I put the book down, Poppy said she wasn’t tired. She gazed at me fixedly and told me I had to stay. But almost immediately she was asleep.


While Aidan worked his way through a pile of papers, I brought the detritus of the meal in from the garden and cleared up. At one point, he looked up and asked if he could help.


‘It feels bad,’ he said, ‘the man working and the woman doing the washing up.’


‘It should feel bad,’ I said. ‘Most of the time. But it feels good this evening. I want to be doing something. Get on with your work.’


When I’d put everything away, I wiped the surfaces and rinsed out the sink. Then I lifted my sewing machine and the costume I was making for Poppy onto the table. She was going to a birthday party in a couple of weeks and insisted she wanted to wear a golden witch outfit. I wasn’t entirely sure what a golden witch wore, but Poppy had very firm ideas. We had visited some stores in Spitalfields whose shelves were piled high with bolts of bright cloth, and Poppy had picked out a glittery length of blue and gold that almost hurt the eyes. Now I was making a hooded cloak. I slid the cloth onto the needle plate and checked the thread’s tension.


I felt Aidan behind me. He put his hands on my shoulders and kissed the top of my head. I gave a small sigh and leaned back into him.


I could trace the course of my relationship with Jason through our sex life, from those early days when we couldn’t keep our hands off each other, when it felt violent and almost dangerous, to the final months when it was almost like arranging a visit to the doctor, each of us removing our clothes on either side of the bed as if we were preparing for an inspection. I remembered once, years ago, when I had switched the light off and Jason had switched it back on: ‘I need to look at you,’ he had said. In the final years he had always switched the light off and I wondered now if it was because he wanted to pretend I was someone else.


With Aidan I’d discovered what it was like to be desired again, to desire again. My body had come alive. I abandoned Poppy’s witch cloak and stood up and we wrapped ourselves around each other.


‘Is she asleep?’ he asked.


I pulled him upstairs and into my bedroom, pushing the door shut with my foot.


‘Fast asleep. But we should be quiet.’


‘You don’t want to disturb Bernie. If we can hear him, he can hear us.’


Aidan wouldn’t let me take my own clothes off. I felt he wanted to look at every bit of me, touch every bit of me. And then I lay under the covers and watched as he took his own clothes off, folding them up and laying them on the chair, his watch and his glasses on top of them. It was hard to keep silent and I pulled the covers over us so we were in our own dark cave. Even then, I worried we might have woken Poppy and waited, tense and listening out for any sound from the other bedroom.


I lay on my side and put my hand flat against Aidan’s cheek. He looked different without his glasses, younger and less in control of himself.


‘I’m sorry, you need to go. Do you mind? I want to do this right.’


Aidan didn’t speak but leaned over and kissed me and then I sat up, wrapped in the duvet, and watched him get dressed, liking the way he was neat and unhurried in everything he did, even in how he buckled his belt, laced up his trainers. I waited until I heard the front door close before I got up myself, pulled on pyjama trousers and a tee shirt and walked through to Poppy’s room. She was lying splayed out on her back, her arms spread out.


When Poppy was a newborn baby, I had sometimes looked at her asleep in her cot and, suddenly fearing that she was no longer breathing, I would wake her up. Even now I had to stop myself taking my daughter in my arms and hugging her. I thought of her violent, black drawing – a figure falling from a height, and a small shudder rippled through me.


‘I’ll protect you,’ I said, silently, and went back to bed.










FOUR



When I woke the next morning, Poppy was beside me. She had padded across from her room and got into the bed without waking me. I’d always been a good sleeper. Until she was born, I used to sleep ten hours or more at the weekends, lying in bed until mid-morning while Jason went out to buy the paper and pastries. That felt a long time in the past. Now I felt dazed by the emotions of the previous day and by the crowded dreams I’d had in the night, although I couldn’t remember any of them, just a sense of anxious chaos. I had to gather my thoughts, remember I had a day off. Good. I snuggled down and closed my eyes for a few blissful seconds, then slid out of bed and went into the bathroom where I showered and got ready quickly. I woke Poppy and dressed her in jeans and a bright red tee shirt, which was a complicated business, since she stubbornly refused to cooperate.


I put on the kettle for coffee. I poured milk and oats into a saucepan and stirred them, hearing the familiar sound of Poppy talking to herself in her room above – Poppy always talked to herself – and then a banging sound. She was jumping on her bed. It stopped and there was a noise I didn’t recognise and again, louder, and then really loud, as if something was breaking. I ran up the stairs and into the bedroom and saw Poppy in the act of violently hurling something at the wall. It was a small wooden cow and it hit the wall hard, leaving a mark.


‘Poppy, stop!’


Poppy looked round, her eyes fiery bright.


‘Kingcunt,’ she shouted. ‘Kingcunt.’


I fell to my knees and grabbed her and held her close, partly to reassure her but also to restrain her and shut her up.


‘What are you saying, Poppy? Where did you hear that?’


I held her away from me so that she could speak. Her face bore an expression I didn’t recognise. Her mouth twisted. It frightened me.


‘Poppy, what is it?’


‘He did kill her.’


‘Poppy, Poppy stop!’


‘Kingcunt, kingcunt, kingcunt!’


‘Poppy, no.’


I smelled burning.


‘Wait one moment.’


I let Poppy go and ran down to the kitchen to find the saucepan in an eruption of foaming, spewing porridge. I switched the gas off and took a deep breath and tried to calm myself. It felt like a bomb had gone off, two bombs: one in Poppy’s bedroom and one in the kitchen.


As calmly as I could, I poured what remained of the porridge into two bowls and put them on the table, adding milk to cool the porridge and a teaspoon of honey to sweeten it. I fetched Poppy down and we both ate while I tried to think what to do. I couldn’t get it straight. But first things first: I spoke in the most soothing tone I could manage.


‘Darling Poppy, you know those things you said, just now? You mustn’t say them to other people. You mustn’t say them in nursery. Do you hear?’


‘Why?’


‘People will be sad. You can say anything to me. But you mustn’t say them to anyone else.’


‘Are you sad?’ She leaned towards me and squinted her eyes. ‘Did you cry?’


‘No, Poppy. I’m not sad. But you mustn’t say it at nursery.’


‘People will be sad.’


‘That’s very good, yes.’ I waited a few seconds. ‘Who told you that word?’


‘What word?’


I gave up and poured a glass of juice for her. While she was half-drinking it and half-playing with it, I found my phone and stepped out of the room, but only just outside. I dialled the number. There was a click and I heard a voice.


‘Hi, Alex, this is Tess. Nadine said I could call. I’ve got an enormous favour to ask.’










FIVE



‘You probably think I’m being stupid, wasting your time.’


‘No,’ said Alex.


I’d wanted him to say yes. I’d wanted to be told this was nothing, it would all be all right, it would all go away.


After the phone call, I had rung Laurie saying that Poppy was missing the morning at school, so I wouldn’t be taking Jake, if that was all right, but I’d pick him up as usual. Then, as he had requested, I sent Alex an email listing all Poppy’s unusual behaviour since the weekend: the drawing, the swearing, the bed-wetting, the way she had been more clingy. I had taken a photo of the black crayon picture and sent it to him. I had told Poppy that we were going to visit someone before nursery.


‘A fairy godmother?’


‘No, just a friend.’


On the bus to Primrose Hill, Poppy had tumbled up the stairs and sat at the front, leaning forward, her little legs swinging, her face gleeful with interest. She pointed out the magpie sitting in the plane tree, the small dog that seemed to have lost its owner, the boy doing wheelies on his bike, the silver car, the puffs of white clouds in a sky that was blue, the gaggle of schoolchildren in their yellow reflective jackets, the bin that a fox must have raided in the night, spewing its contents onto the pavement. Her red hair shone and her eyes glowed in her pale, freckled face; she was like a small, bright flame.


The Warehouse was a recent conversion of an old industrial space, all steel and glass and wood. In the lobby we were met by a woman with a mass of curly dark hair who introduced herself as Paz. She was wearing a spotted yellow dress and had enormous earrings. Poppy gazed up at her with round eyes.


‘Are you a witch?’


Paz grinned. ‘No. Or not a wicked one,’ she said. She had a faint accent: Spanish, I thought. ‘Are you scared of witches?’


Poppy considered. ‘When I was a witch, I did be,’ she said.


Paz looked confused by this.


‘Alex is expecting you,’ she said to me. ‘This way.’


I’d met Alex Penrose several times, but at parties or social gatherings. I knew him as a very thin and very tall man, a pourer of wine, a wearer of eccentric shirts, a teller of unexpectedly lewd jokes, an energetic but not graceful dancer. This was a different Alex Penrose, grave and courteous, who shook my hand briefly as if we were meeting for the first time, and then bent down from his unusual height to greet Poppy.


‘Hello, I’m glad to meet you.’


He talked to her respectfully, as if she was a small adult.


It didn’t feel like a consulting room. There was a squashy sofa by the window, a striped rug on the floor, posters on the walls, children’s books and toys spread out on a table.


‘I hear you like drawing,’ said Alex. ‘Perhaps you can draw something for me.’


He pointed to the box of chunky wax crayons. Poppy looked at him through narrowed eyes.


‘Something for Mummy, not you.’


Alex laughed. ‘Fine. Maybe Mummy can wait downstairs and it can be a surprise.’ My face must have shown my alarm, but Poppy seemed unconcerned. She was already seated at the table with an orange crayon in her fist, frowning in concentration.


‘No looking,’ she said sternly.


‘We won’t be long,’ Alex said.


I sat in a chair that was too low, trapped in its capacious softness. It was not long after nine, and The Warehouse was empty, its day not yet begun. I tried to read one of the newspapers spread out on the table, but the words made no sense to me and I soon laid it aside. Leaning back in my chair, I covered my eyes with one hand. I could feel hot tears start up and my body felt boneless with fear. How was it possible that I was sitting in this centre for psychotherapy and mental health, while a doctor who specialised in child trauma was examining my daughter?


A few days ago I would have agreed with Jason that in spite of everything – the separation; the painful relocation to a different home in a different part of London; the careful restructuring of Poppy’s life into time spent with Daddy, time spent with Mummy; the appalling sense that so early on in our child’s life we had let her down – in spite of all of this, we had done all right. Poppy might be marked but she wouldn’t be damaged. She had seemed miraculously unharmed, so sweet and sparky, that I’d let myself believe that we had done it, had survived. I had begun to believe I could be happy again, after years of happiness’s gradual erosion. I had even let myself fall in love again, feel desired and beautiful and cared for.


Now, from the warm blue sky, this: this ugliness. What had happened over that one weekend with Jason to turn Poppy from a cheerful, settled little girl into one who had trouble sleeping, wet her bed, drew pictures of death, and said ‘kingcunt’ while her mouth twisted and her eyes glittered in her pale face?


I took my hand away from my face and let the light that shone through the large window dazzle me. There were flowers in the grass slope outside; birds were building their nests in the unfurling branches. I wanted Alex to walk towards me smiling, saying: It’s nothing at all, your daughter is completely fine. But if he did that, I wouldn’t believe him. I knew it was something. But what?


I heard a door open and a babbling voice and Poppy appeared at the top of the stairs, Alex beside her. She was so tiny and he was so tall. He took one of her hands as they came down the steps, in the other she held a clutch of papers.


I heaved myself out of the low chair.


‘There you are.’ My voice came out tinny.


‘I did draw,’ said Poppy triumphantly. She pushed several drawings into my hand.


I smoothed them out on the table, scared that I would see a menacing black scrawl, but they were all bright with colour. There was a fox, or at least something orange with an eye. A rainbow, wonky and bold, with the sun at one end and rain at the other. The beginning of a house: square box, two windows, door, tree to one side. The fourth drawing showed three triangles with circles on their tops from which messy spirals of hair sprouted. There was an enormous yellow circle to one side.


‘That’s you,’ said Poppy, tapping the smaller triangle. ‘That’ – and she tapped the vastly larger one – ‘is me.’


‘And who’s this then? Is that Daddy?’


‘Daddy doesn’t live with us. Daddy lives with Emily. That’s the fairy.’


‘What about Sunny?’


Poppy looked at me reproachfully and laid a stubby finger on the giant yellow circle. ‘There.’


‘Of course.’


‘Do you want a sticker, Poppy?’ Paz had joined us.


‘Yes! On my arm and on my tummy.’


‘Let’s go and choose you one.’


Alex waited till they were out of earshot.


‘You understand this isn’t a formal assessment,’ he said.


‘But what do you think? Is she all right?’


‘Your daughter is a bright, friendly, inquisitive, outgoing child, Tess.’


‘I know. But is she all right?’


‘I didn’t find any sign –’ he held up a long, bony finger – ‘with all the usual caveats, of abuse. I mean sexual abuse.’


My breath came in shallow gasps. I needed to sit down.


‘I didn’t do a physical examination. But you said on the phone that there was no sign of soreness in the genital area.’


I nodded. My head wobbled on my neck. Across the large room, Poppy was rummaging in a basket.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Obviously I don’t know what to look for.’


‘There’s nothing that struck me as worrying. No sexualised behaviour. She doesn’t seem notably restrained.’ He allowed himself a smile. ‘To say the least. She is communicative. But’ – the bony finger once more – ‘everything that you described to me, the sleep disturbance, the bed-wetting, the clinginess, the agitation, they can be symptoms of some kind of trauma. And they can also mean nothing at all.’


‘So you don’t know.’


‘I can’t know, without evidence. Young children are highly receptive. It’s how they learn things. You know this as well as I do.’


I thought for a moment. I felt dull and stupid and I wasn’t sure whether this was good news or not.


‘So you’re saying this might all mean nothing.’


Alex thought for a moment.


‘Not exactly. I’m saying that I have no reason to believe that she has been assaulted but she may have witnessed something. Or she may just be feeling something.’


‘What do you mean by that?’


‘You say that this began when she returned from visiting her father?’


‘Yes.’


‘What’s her relationship with him like?’


‘Good. Fine. It’s Jason – I mean, you’ve met him. He’s fine. He—’ I stopped and rubbed my face. My eyes felt gritty. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I don’t know anymore. She usually goes there every other weekend and once mid-week and so I don’t know that bit of her life anymore. She’s only three, but what happens to her when she isn’t with me is out of my reach. There’s a bit of her I’ve already lost.’


‘It’s hard.’


‘He’s a good father. He adores Poppy.’


In my mind’s eye, I saw Poppy riding on Jason’s broad shoulders, her hands clutching his ears, both of them laughing as he carried her down the sunlit street towards me.


‘And is it just Jason?’


‘You mean – oh, I see. No. He’s married. He married pretty quickly after we separated. Emily’s quite a bit younger than him.’ I grimaced. ‘Surprise, surprise. Anyway, I don’t really know her but she seems sweet. Sweet – that’s a word I don’t usually like to use about a woman. But she does.’


I was talking too much and too quickly. I took a calming breath.


‘What should I do?’ I asked again.


‘Keep an eye on her. You might want to let her school know about your concerns.’


‘Yes, I will.’


He paused again. He seemed to be thinking.


‘This behaviour in a small child,’ he said finally. ‘It can be about something else.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I was saying that children pick up on things. How are you?’


‘Me?’ I said, suddenly feeling self-conscious. ‘I’m fine. I’m doing my best. It’s difficult sometimes.’


He didn’t respond. Instead he took a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it.


‘Poppy did this picture as well,’ he said. He handed it to me.


I looked at it. It was a woman. I could tell it was a woman because of the hair and the triangular dress. There was a row of vertical black lines that almost covered the figure.


‘What is it?’ I said.


Alex looked across the space to where Poppy stood with Paz.


‘She said it was you.’


‘What are the lines?’


‘She said it was a cage, like at the zoo.’


‘A cage?’ I said, dismayed. ‘Why has she put me in a cage?’


‘A cage can be for keeping someone in,’ he said. ‘It can also be for keeping things out.’


‘So which is it?’


‘I’ve no idea.’










SIX



At nursery, I let go of Poppy’s hand and she raced into the melee of small bodies in the playground. I looked after her for a few seconds: her red tee shirt, bright hair and small, strong body; that boisterous, throaty laugh. I realised that I was watchful and tense, as if waiting for something to happen. Would Poppy shout some obscenity, would she push someone, would her merriment slide into something dark and even violent?


I turned away and went into the classroom, where Poppy’s teacher, Lotty, was eating her sandwich. She seemed alarmingly young to me, in her early twenties perhaps, with the smooth skin of a child, but she was always cheerful and calm and Poppy adored her.


It was suddenly hard to find the words: saying it out loud made it seem grimly real, as if I was bringing something dormant to life. I told her everything and Lotty listened without interruption, her head to one side, her sandwich uneaten.


‘This must be upsetting for you,’ she said when I came to the end.


I couldn’t trust myself to speak. I looked away and nodded.


‘First of all, I have to say I haven’t noticed anything out of the ordinary, but of course I’ll be extra attentive now that you’ve told me this.’


‘She’s been fine?’


‘She’s bright, she’s energetic, she’ll join in with anything. She can be excitable and boisterous and loud, but that’s nothing to worry about. As far as I’ve noticed, she’s been fine.’


I swallowed. ‘I assume you’ll report this to the safeguarding lead?’


‘It’s policy,’ she said. ‘As you must know.’


‘So who will be informed about it?’


‘Apart from her, then it’s the head, the deputy head, and that’s about it.’


‘And you’ll keep an eye on her?’


‘Of course.’


‘And tell me if there’s anything I should know?’


‘I will. But I’m sure she’ll be OK.’


I gritted my teeth: how could she be sure? ‘Thanks.’





I stood for a moment in the schoolyard, in the silky warmth of the day. In the playground, Poppy raced past, unaware of me watching, her face radiant with purpose.


I turned away. Although both Alex and Poppy’s teacher had been calm and reassuring in their different ways, I felt that I had set something in motion.


But what had I learned? Nothing, except there was probably nothing to worry about. Poppy was fine and I was a fretful single mother, the kind I often met in my job, the kind Jason complained about.


What had they said I should do? Nothing, except wait and watch and see and try not to worry too much.


I had three hours before I collected Poppy and Jake and I didn’t know how to fill the time. Normally I would have gone home, done some yoga or had a run, and then continued with Poppy’s witch outfit. Or I would have wandered round the second-hand shops in search of things that I still needed for the flat. Or met up with a friend. Once or twice I’d even gone to see a movie, sitting in the back row in the dark with the illicit pleasure of solitude. What I should really do was attend to the mounting pile of bills and reminders.


But I didn’t want to do any of those things, because I was filled with a churning disquiet that made my limbs twitchy. If I’d still been a smoker, I would have smoked a cigarette and then another, lighting one from the tip of the previous one. Killing time.


I walked slowly down the street towards my flat, past the magnolia tree in sumptuous bloom, past the junkyard and boarded-up shops, then I stopped. I thought of the drawing, of Poppy’s words and of the way that she had clung to me. What had she seen and what had she heard? What was she trying to tell me?


I turned round. I made my way onto the high street. I went up to the door of the police station and without giving myself time to think, I opened the door and stepped inside.










SEVEN



‘I hope you won’t think I’m wasting your time,’ I began.


Detective Inspector Kelly Jordan had come round from behind her desk as if she was trying not to be intimidating. I was relieved: for some reason, I had pictured a middle-aged, red-faced, beetle-browed and bulky man who would stare at me dismissively. But she was a woman. More than that, she was a woman who looked like she could be my friend. She was in her late thirties or early forties, I guessed, faint smile lines around her mouth and eyes, dressed in drawstring linen trousers and a long-sleeved black tee shirt. She didn’t wear make-up and hadn’t the time to do more than roughly bundle up her coarse dark hair. I felt I could tell my troubles to her.


‘So you’re reporting a crime,’ she said.


This was already starting to feel difficult.


‘I think there’s possibly been a crime committed.’


Jordan frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’


I took a deep breath and began. I took Poppy’s black crayon drawing out of my bag and showed it to the detective. I recounted Poppy’s behaviour and what she had said. I described our visit to the psychiatrist. I felt increasingly awkward. When I finished, there was a long silence.


‘If you were me,’ she said finally, ‘what would you do?’


‘I don’t know.’ Though I did, of course. ‘You’re a detective. You know how to deal with things like this.’


‘All right, then. Let me rephrase it: what are you asking me to do?’


‘Investigate it.’


‘Investigate what?’


Jordan waited. She didn’t seem scared of conversational silences the way I was. They always made me feel that they need to be filled.


‘I’m not exactly reporting a crime because I don’t know what the crime is. I said that you’d think I was crazy. But I think my daughter witnessed something bad. A three-year-old girl can’t exactly report a crime but I think in her own way, in that drawing, in what she said to me, that’s what she was doing.’


‘So where is the crime?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Who’s the victim?’


‘You can go on asking these questions. I don’t know.’


‘Do you have anyone you suspect?’


‘I don’t want to accuse anyone without any evidence.’


‘You must know that I’m going to ask this: do you suspect your ex-husband?’


‘Actually, ex-partner. We weren’t married. Not that it matters. And the answer is—’ I stopped for a moment because I didn’t know what I wanted to say. I just wanted someone to take me seriously and I could see that however sympathetic this detective was, she too was just going to tell me to go home and calm down. ‘No. I don’t. I mean, of course I don’t. He’s a good man.’ I hesitated for a fraction – was Jason actually good? Charming, yes. Energetic, certainly. Interesting, for sure. But good? ‘He’s one of the most trustworthy people I’ve ever met,’ I said, too emphatically. ‘If he says he’s going to do something, then he does.’


‘So who?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Who do you suspect?’


‘Nobody. I’m not here to name people like that. I’m here because I think Poppy’s witnessed something and you need to find out what.’


‘I’ve got two children myself,’ the detective said. ‘I share your impulse to protect your child. As a mother, I feel the same. I understand your fears. I also know that children are…’ She seemed to be searching for the right word. ‘Imaginative.’


‘You mean they make things up?’


‘I mean imaginative. And therefore, to some extent, unreliable. If I believed everything that my daughter Layla said, I’d have gone mad long ago.’


‘So you’re not going to investigate?’


‘Tess – is it OK if I call you Tess?’


‘Of course.’


‘Good. Tess, what is there to investigate? If there were a death you thought was suspicious, we would look at that. But there’s not only no suspect, there’s not even a crime. I can’t just send my officers out to look for one.’


‘Why not?’


I sounded like a child. Jordan stood up.


‘Since you’re not a journalist or a politician, can I tell you a dirty little secret? We’re so short-staffed here that there are whole categories of crime we don’t even investigate. There are some forms of theft that we don’t even send an officer to. It’s difficult enough doing the ones we’re actually doing. Being here with you, talking about a crime that doesn’t seem to exist, has meant that I’ – she looked at her watch – ‘am almost fifteen minutes late for a meeting about a current murder inquiry that has a real body and a number of very real suspects.’


I stood up as well. ‘So you’re saying I should just drop it?’


Jordan took a card from her pocket and handed it to me. ‘This is my direct line. You can always call me.’


‘You mean, if I find something?’


‘For goodness sake, don’t go playing the detective,’ she said. ‘In fact, don’t do anything except look after yourself and your daughter.’


‘You probably think I’m being ridiculous. I probably am being ridiculous. I’ve already taken up too much of your time.’


‘That’s all right. And if an actual crime occurs, you have my number.’ Jordan held out her hand and I shook it. ‘It’s impossible with children. You never know if you’re doing the right thing, but in the end things mostly don’t go too badly.’


‘Except when they do.’


‘That’s when we get called.’


‘I tried that,’ I said.


‘It hasn’t turned out badly yet.’


‘I hope not.’





Maybe the detective was right, I thought as I walked home. I even spoke the words aloud: ‘Maybe she’s right.’ I collected Poppy and Jake from nursery and tried to ask them in a relaxed tone how the day had been and they were uncommunicative in a way that seemed normal enough. At home, they ran around and shouted while I put a pizza in the oven and made a salad.


When Laurie came to collect Jake, Nellie fast asleep in the buggy, he ruffled the top of Poppy’s head and bent towards his son. They looked alike: slender, with silky dark hair and blue eyes. Gina was tall and her hair was a dark blond, cropped bristle short.


‘Hi, little guy. How’s your day been?’ he asked.


I waited, half-expecting Jake to start crying or to repeat something shocking that Poppy had said to him, but he just held up the little stuffed rabbit that he carried around with him all day and slept with at night.


Laurie stood up again. ‘How are things with you, Tess?’


He always asked me that. When Jason and I had separated, Gina had been one of the friends I’d turned to most for comfort and support. She had come to the house in Brixton and helped me pack up my things, hauling cases and boxes into her waiting car. She’d tried to make it into an adventure, determinedly upbeat. I remembered the first night Poppy and I had spent in the flat, and Gina and Nadine and a couple of other friends had come round with a takeaway. We’d sat on the floor, eating Thai food out of foil containers and drinking cheap red wine from mugs. Gina had lifted her mug and they’d toasted our new home and Gina had said: ‘Remember, Tess, you’re not alone. You’ve got us.’


She was someone I could say anything to, no matter how intimate, and feel I wouldn’t be judged. But I sometimes suspected that Gina had shared some of my secrets with Laurie, and he might know more than I wanted him to about my mistakes, my hurts and humiliations, rages and moments of disgrace. I looked at his smiling face and wondered what he’d say if I told him that I was seriously worried about Poppy, that today I had talked to a therapist and had also gone to a police station and talked to a detective.


‘Fine,’ I said breezily. ‘How about you?’


‘Knackered,’ he said. ‘Me and Nellie spent the day with my mother. She wore us out.’ He bent down to the buggy and spoke in a coo. ‘Didn’t she, Nell?’ I waited for his daughter to wake up and bellow. ‘She insisted we take her dog for a walk and I thought we’d be late.’
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