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  Simon James Turner


  17.7.62




  Peace




  It does not mean to be in a place




  Where there is no noise, trouble or hard work




  It means to be in the midst of those things




  And still be calm in your heart




  (Anonymous)




  I stood on tip toe gazing into the distance




  Interminably gazing at the road that had taken you . . .




  We miss you




  (Chi’in Chia’s wife)




  Elizabeth Turner, wife




  William Turner, son




  Born 14.11.01




  

     

  




  Introduction




  I had a list of things I wanted to do after Simon, my husband, died. It included spending as much time with our son, William, as I could; dealing

  with my grief so that I could move my life forward; and retraining so that I could work for myself. The last thing on the list was to write a book for William so that he understood the journey I

  had taken. The Chinese talk about life happening in seven-year cycles and so, seven years after 11 September 2001, this cycle of my life drew to a close. I finished writing the book just before my

  fortieth birthday.




  Simon never made it to forty. He died two months after his thirty-ninth birthday. I often thought about him standing in the Windows on the World restaurant at the top of the World Trade Center,

  and always hoped that in the terrifying moments before he died he was able to look at his life and know it was the one he had truly wanted. But then, I wondered, would I honestly be able to look

  back at my own life on the day I died and know that I had lived it in the best possible way for me and William? After Simon died, being able to answer yes to this question became the benchmark for

  the rest of my life.




  11 September 2001 was my Armageddon. On that day my life stopped being what I thought it was. Everything I had been taught about the world from a young age felt like a lie – if you work

  hard, if you are good, if you are kind, everything will be fine. All the truths I lived by and everything I believed in were blown apart. I can still see it now, the tiny shards of my life

  exploding around me. How was I ever going to find all those pieces? Would I ever be able to pick them all up again? How could I piece them together, and even if I did how could I stick them back as

  a whole so that my life was strong and resilient once more? Would I always see the glue and feel the fractures?




  I chose not to pick up the pieces immediately. Instead, I waited until all the tiny fragments of beliefs, dreams and plans fell quietly to the ground and I swept them up into a big pile. I stood

  back and looked at it and knew that from the shattered pieces I had to create something new. It sounds simple, but making that choice was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I almost

  didn’t make it. Today, the life that grew out of that decision has more colour, more depth, more people involved, more purpose, more love and more joy than the one I lived before. I am

  thankful for this every day and for all the choices I had and what lies in front of me now. I am even able to forgive the people who caused Simon’s death because now I can honestly say that I

  appreciate my experience and the journey I made.




  Today, if you ask me whether I’m living the best life I could, the answer is yes. Because Simon died and because I loved him so much, I faced many choices and through them found the

  framework for my new life. This book is a way of explaining to my son who his mum is, and of reintroducing myself to friends in the only way that seems right. It’s a way of showing others who

  have to deal with grief that there are many ways to handle it and that ultimately their choice will be the right one. There is no quick-fix solution. My story may help people or it may not, but I

  believe it can offer hope that there is a way through the worst experiences if you are able to ‘quiet the mind and move deep within the soul’ (Neale Donald Walsch).








  

     

  




  PART I




  FACING




  

     

  




  Chapter One




  I woke up on my own on Tuesday 11 September 2001. It was a beautiful autumn day with a bright blue sky, sunshine and a riot of colours that

  cascaded over the road. It was as perfect as it could be. I looked at my tummy. It felt huge and I gently rubbed it. I had enjoyed my pregnancy and didn’t even mind my big stomach as it held

  a baby and I was pleased by how easy and healthy it had all been. Even though I was seven months pregnant and would have preferred to spend the day in bed I had to get into work at Channel 4

  Television that morning where I was the Senior HR Manager. I had one more month before I was due to go on maternity leave but there was a lot to organize before I could leave my job to everyone

  else. I felt very peaceful and happy with my place in the world.




  I rolled over and grabbed my mobile from the bedside table. My husband, Simon, was away on a business trip and I always liked to know that his plane had landed safely. I listened to the message.

  Of course he was OK. He was always OK. I don’t know why I needed so much reassurance from him whenever he travelled, but he was pretty good at dealing with his hormonal wife. He was the

  kindest man. He phoned when I asked him to and reassured me even when I didn’t know I needed it. I smiled as I recalled him asking, ‘Can you tell me when you’re being

  hormonal?’ I laughed. ‘If I knew I’d tell myself!’ I pressed the button on my phone and deleted the message telling me that all was well.




  I thought back over the last few days. The previous weekend had been a nesting one, dealing with impending baby issues. We had been to the Royal Free Hospital to look around the maternity ward,

  and had chosen essential baby equipment in John Lewis. It was so much fun even though I felt big, fat and tired. Simon, being the perfectionist he was, in both design and practical terms, took on

  the responsibility of examining all the equipment. We looked at cots, cot beds, bed linen, monitors, buggies, prams, sterilizers, bottles . . . the list was endless. But even we as

  excited parents drew the line at the Winnie-the-Pooh-themed baby manicure set. We couldn’t help laughing. How had we ever become old and responsible enough to bring another life into the

  world? Neither of us was sure we should be allowed to do this; but if we kept quiet and looked competent in front of the staff, perhaps they might not report us!




  That Sunday night I sat on the sofa watching The Sopranos. The baby was kicking and I watched Simon wandering around the house getting everything ready for his trip to New York the next

  day. He sat down and I stretched my legs across his. We talked about our lovely weekend and Simon repeated his favourite phrase, ‘It’s just so great being us.’ It was. I looked at

  him and from the bottom of my heart and in my most serious voice, said, ‘I love you.’




  ‘Is that a real “I love you” or a get-out-of-jail one?’ he asked.




  ‘A real one!’ I laughed. ‘I can’t believe how wonderful our life is and what a happy weekend we’ve had together. I’m so happy that I’m about to have my

  first child and it’s with you, and I love you so much. Thank you for being with me and making me feel so safe and loved.’




  He leant over and kissed me and for a split second we knew that this was a moment we’d both remember as true.




  ‘I love you too, wifey, and that’s not a get-out-of-jail one either.’




  It was Monday morning and once again I was lying in bed. I liked to leave it to the very last moment before I got up and left for work. Being pregnant, the more quality time I

  spent in bed the better I was at my HR job. As I lay there I watched Simon getting ready. He put on his purple shirt, his cufflinks and cream chinos, slapped on some aftershave and gathered

  together all the things he’d need for his trip. I smiled at the military precision with which Simon folded and packed all his clothes. He used to be a Sergeant Major of the Honourable

  Artillery Company in the City of London and had been part of the Armed Services for nearly twenty years. His ability to iron a shirt and fold clothes into something the size of a stamp was one of

  the things that made me love him more and terrified me all at the same time. Nothing had changed that morning, and as I watched him I thought how handsome he looked.




  I was tired from all the things we’d done but finally managed to pull myself out of bed and off we went to the tube station.




  I left Simon buying his ticket because I was late. A quick kiss and I dashed up the stairs to the platform as only a waddling pregnant woman can and a strange thought rushed through my mind:

  ‘If anything happens to Simon I won’t have had this last tube journey with him.’




  Simon’s destination, New York, was a big part of our life. He worked there and we both travelled there regularly together. He was the Publishing Director of the Risk Waters Group, a London

  company specializing in financial and technological publications, and he had to go on business trips to America once a month. When he was there he worked out of the company’s offices in SoHo

  with views downtown of the Twin Towers, and occasionally the company held conferences in the Windows on the World restaurant on the 106th floor of the World Trade Center. On 10 September 2001,

  Simon flew to New York as the representative of the directors to host a conference. He did mention where the conference was to be but I hadn’t paid a huge amount of attention.




  Once again I enjoyed the beauty of the day on my way to work. I could smell the beginning of autumn in the air, and the blue of the sky was so spectacular that I noticed it

  more than once that day. It was such a vivid deep blue that you could see for miles and it lifted the spirits. It hinted of wonderful things. I suddenly felt a ‘what a fabulous life this

  is’ moment. I was pregnant, I loved my husband deeply and everything was perfect.




  I arrived at work and it was a busy but relaxed morning. People came in and out of my office talking to me and I enjoyed my chilled frame of mind. This was an unusual state to be in because

  Channel 4 was a dynamic but hectic place to work. However, Simon and I had just come back from a holiday in Dorset. We had decided that we should have a last holiday on our own together before I

  went on maternity leave in October. I was still holding onto the wonderful feeling you create on holiday before it disappeared into a dream again.




  We had our weekly HR management meeting arranged for the afternoon so Jane Jordan, my colleague, suggested we have lunch beforehand. It was midday UK time and just as I was collecting my things

  to go for lunch my phone rang. We had been married for two years and I still felt excited when I knew it was Simon on the phone. He had showered and was ready to leave to go to the World Trade

  Center for his conference.




  ‘Did you get into work on time?’ he asked.




  ‘Very funny,’ I replied. ‘Anyway, I need to talk to you about the Mamas and Papas buggy we want. I phoned John Lewis and it’s not in stock and I’ve looked on the

  internet and I can’t find anywhere that sells it.’ Even I could sense the feeling of irrational panic in myself.




  ‘Look, wifey, we’ll have the buggy in time for when Spot arrives,’ said Simon.




  Simon had nicknamed our baby Spot after a conversation with a colleague. ‘Congratulations, what are you hoping for?’ his friend asked and Simon quickly replied, ‘I want a

  Dalmatian puppy but Elizabeth has her heart set on a baby.’ Even I thought that was one of Simon’s funnier jokes and so Spot was christened.




  On the subject of the buggy, Simon managed to calm me down as always. ‘When I get home,’ he sighed, ‘I’ll sort everything out and now you need to stop

  worrying.’




  He calmed me down. He made me laugh. And yet at the same time I always felt that he took care of me, protected me and kept me secure. This was no mean feat for any man as I had a scary

  independent streak which for some reason made me feel that I had to face the world on my own all the time. Simon even got to the point where he gently reminded me, ‘As I’m your husband

  now, Elizabeth, it’s absolutely fine for you to accept money from me!’ And I had been happy to relinquish some of my independence because I respected and trusted his integrity so

  much.




  We chatted some more. I loved the feeling I had when I connected with him. I was so at home with him and felt so lucky that of all the people in the world I had found my way to him. It was more

  than I had ever wished for.




  The rest of that conversation will forever be private to Simon and me. I felt a sense of loss when I put the phone down, as I hated it when we were separated. The end of the call felt funny. I

  looked at the phone. Should I call him back? We had said all the little things that showed each other what we felt and we’d had a lovely call so why did I need to phone him again?




  At about 1.45 p.m. UK time, Jane and I returned after our lunch. I walked into my office with its own television and saw a news flash on Sky News. A plane had hit the World

  Trade Center in New York. I couldn’t take in that information. One minute I was sitting in the Channel 4 café downstairs with Jane and Ian Dobb, the Head of the IT department; the next

  I was walking up the stairs and, with every step and each tick of the clock, I came closer to a massive change in my life.




  I saw the TV screen sitting on my desk holding the image of the Twin Towers with smoke billowing out of one of them, and the ‘Breaking News’ tag line. I looked at it all and tried to

  absorb what it was telling me. A cold shiver of panic rippled through me, but as soon as it came it disappeared. It left an impact, though. I felt that my soul knew something and it was trying to

  tell me but I didn’t understand its language. Very quickly my logical mind jumped in and told me all the statistics, facts, figures, numbers and calculations that prove bad things are rare

  happenings. I didn’t want to listen to my intuition as I was scared it could be telling me the truth. I knew Simon was in the Twin Towers, although I didn’t know where, but I reminded

  myself that I lived a normal life, I was pregnant, and that everything would be fine. Of course I would be all right and so would Simon. We were about to have our first child and fathers

  don’t die just before a new baby is born. I stopped listening to my soul – my inner knowledge – and protected myself.




  Jane walked into my office.




  ‘Have you seen the news, Elizabeth? This is unbelievable!’




  ‘I know,’ I replied. ‘Simon is in New York in the World Trade Center.’




  I didn’t look at her face in case she could see the fear that was reflected in mine. We both turned back to the screen. There was a small black mark on the left-hand side which the TV

  camera was following. It flew very close to the buildings. The reporters were frantic as they shouted that it was another plane. They sounded like radio commentators when a footballer was close to

  scoring a goal. They spoke urgently, faster, their voices reaching a crescendo. I followed the small mark and felt everything move into slow motion. We watched as it flew right into the second

  tower. No goal had been scored. Something horrific had happened right in front of our eyes. The small black mark just disappeared into the side of the building and erupted into a gigantic fireball.

  Two planes had slammed into the World Trade Center. You could almost feel the world stand still, frozen in utter disbelief. Then the energy shifted and in that moment the world became a different

  place.




  I looked at Jane and we stared at each other.




  ‘It has to be an attack of some sort,’ she said, eventually. Our rational brains tried to make sense of something that looked completely irrational. I didn’t know what to do or

  think – should I panic, cry, scream or stay calm? I just stood there. I was frozen to the spot but could feel the adrenalin begin to pump through me. Fear! Fight or flight? What do you do

  when you don’t even know what you are fearful of? What do you do when you feel in the pit of your stomach that everything beautiful in your life may have just ended?




  I stood motionless in my office and tried to work out what was going on and what to do. At a cellular level I knew Simon was about to die and I wanted to scream, but instead I pushed instinct

  away and clung only to the facts.




  I decided to phone his mobile but got no answer. That was not unusual as the reception in the World Trade Center was bad and there had been previous trips when I couldn’t get hold of him

  when he was there. There weren’t enough facts to panic properly about yet. So I decided to phone Simon’s office in New York, and when I couldn’t get through I rang Risk Waters in

  London.




  ‘Everything is OK. We’ve spoken to David Rivers [Editorial Director of Waters Magazine in New York] on his mobile – he sounded calm and they think a bomb has gone off

  but they’re all OK and they’re being evacuated.’




  ‘It’s not a bomb,’ I said. ‘The Twin Towers have been hit by two planes and the buildings are on fire.’




  ‘Honestly, we’ve heard from them. They said that it was getting smoky on the 106th floor and they were being moved to the floor above. They’ve been told that they’re

  being evacuated and that everyone is OK,’ the receptionist said.




  Through the floor-to-ceiling glass of my office I could see everyone watching the images on the banks of TVs all over the channel, hanging from the ceilings, on people’s desks, in

  people’s offices. Word was getting round that Simon was in the World Trade Center. I knew people were starting to look at me and like a scared animal I retreated to a safe place. I closed the

  blinds on the glass and switched off the television. I sat in my chair and looked at Jane. All of our HR experience was useless in this situation. I was so used to working with manuals and

  procedures and codes of conduct that my instinct was to reach for something to tell me what to do. But there was no manual for this.




  My boss Peter came in and he, Jane and I tried, very rationally, to work out what to do, as good Human Resources people do in a crisis. We always held a management meeting on Tuesday afternoons

  so I said, ‘I think the best thing to do is to carry on with it. If Simon’s going to phone he’ll ring my mobile.’ I sat in the meeting going through all the normal points we

  had to discuss and all the time I kept thinking, ‘This will not happen to me,’ and ‘If I don’t allow myself to think anything awful can happen then it won’t.’ I

  felt that if I willed Simon to be alive then that was what would happen.




  The afternoon limped on as I waited to hear from him. People came and went from their offices, watched the screens and carried on with their day. I was trying to phone Simon again when Jane came

  in and told me very calmly, ‘Elizabeth, the buildings have both collapsed.’ At precisely that moment my phone rang and it was my sister, Catherine. At last, I knew I could let go.

  Relief rushed through my body as the brave exterior fell away. My family knew who I was. I wasn’t a London career woman with a big job and a big title. I was their little sister who was

  desperate for help. I collapsed crying on the phone to her.




  Catherine was also heavily pregnant.




  ‘Please don’t tell me Simon’s in one of the towers,’ she demanded.




  ‘He is! I can’t get hold of him and nobody has heard from anyone at the conference for ages now.’ I was close to hysterical.




  ‘Ron and I are coming to get you,’ Catherine decided.




  I sat in my office with Jane and tried to compose myself. I didn’t want to go down and meet Catherine and her husband Ron while crying – I didn’t want people staring at me.




  I was standing in the foyer of Channel 4. All the TV screens were behind me but I wouldn’t look at them. The business of the day went on around me but life as I knew it had changed

  completely. I felt that if I allowed myself to let go of my normal world I would never come back to it. I could almost hear the protective barriers hurtling to the ground, locking down for good. I

  didn’t know how long it would be before I unlocked them and stepped back out into the world – I didn’t know if I ever would.




  Catherine and Ron arrived to drive me home. It was nearly 6.00 p.m. and from that moment my world moved into slow motion and became dreamlike. I can recall some moments very clearly and yet

  there seemed to be a misty fog around much of what happened.




  The car pulled up outside my house and Helen, my neighbour, came straight out to meet us.




  ‘Elizabeth, I saw Simon with his suitcase yesterday. Is he in New York?’




  ‘He is, and I can’t get hold of him.’ I was already on autopilot as I walked past her and into the house.




  Andy Pringle, my other neighbour, came down the stairs. On Sunday Simon and I had invited him over to look at the small box room which we had decided to use for the baby. I’d had a big

  panic about the room smelling of paint when the baby was born, so we’d asked to have it painted now. Simon, of course, knew how best to deal with my disproportionate fears and got Andy over

  quicker than the speed of light. He’d started painting the room that day. Now he looked at me.




  ‘He’s in the World Trade Center, isn’t he?’




  ‘Yes,’ I replied quietly.




  Much of the rest of the evening involved Ron force-feeding Catherine and me with takeaway pizza to keep our energy up. News reports filled every channel of the television, and

  everyone was talking about what they had seen. Ron knew, by this stage, that Simon was involved in a hugely significant event. Even if he had survived the buildings’ collapse he was still

  part of something traumatic. He phoned a few of the people from Risk Waters again to see if they had any more information, but all the connections in New York had gone down as the communication

  mast was on top of the north tower of the World Trade Center. There were no calls going into the city and none coming out. Tony Gibson, one of the directors who worked with Simon, repeated that

  they had heard from David Rivers after the first plane hit that they were being evacuated. They had been on the phone all day to members of staff, speakers, exhibitors and delegates from the

  conference. They were able to establish that there had been sixteen members of Risk Waters staff inside the building and that instead of the hundred and fifty delegates only sixty-five had actually

  arrived. Any further information was very difficult to find. They regularly received garbled third-hand messages saying that everyone had been evacuated safely only to discover that the authors of

  the messages hadn’t been at the conference. The lack of information was frustrating.




  I don’t remember any of the evening at home. It was the end of the day and I didn’t really understand what had just happened to my life. I knew that the planes had hit the buildings

  and I knew that the buildings had collapsed and that I’d had no contact with Simon. I decided to believe that Simon had been taken to a hospital and that he could have concussion and

  didn’t know who or where he was. I needed to be loyal and to make sure I didn’t give up on him until I definitely knew what had happened. If I didn’t believe he was still alive,

  what hope did he have? What if he was trapped in the rubble, praying for me to get help? What if he was relying on me and I gave up on the first night? I had to trust that he was alive and that he

  was coming home to me and our unborn baby. I decided my determination, trust and resolve would bring Simon back safe and sound.




  I got into bed and listened to his answer machine message over and over again to hear his voice. Where was he? Find me, Simon. Call me. Come home. That night I started talking – to the

  sky, to the ether – I didn’t know who or what, I just pleaded. My father was a vicar and I had always prayed with Mum and Dad at night. We said thank you for our day and everything we

  loved. It was a special ritual but I didn’t really understand why we did it. For some reason that night I didn’t want to say I was talking to God. I didn’t know if anyone was

  listening but that ritual somehow felt more important than it ever had before.




  

     

  




  Chapter Two




  It was early August and I was six months pregnant with William. Simon and I were both asleep in the dead hours of morning just before the alarm

  went off. All of a sudden, Simon sat bolt upright, shaking and crying, his face imprinted with fear. I woke up immediately and asked him what was wrong.




  ‘I dreamt I was working in New York and I died. I knew I’d died and I couldn’t get back to you and the baby. It was like I was stuck behind a glass window and I could see you

  but you couldn’t hear or see me and it didn’t matter what I tried, I couldn’t touch you both,’ he repeated.




  I pulled him close and held him. ‘It was just a dream. We’re both all right. Perhaps it’s a feeling of fear because you’re about to become a father?’ I

  suggested.




  Simon’s dream did scare us both but I don’t believe we admitted that to each other. The thing that made it worse for me, however, was a dream I’d had a year earlier. I was just

  about to start my job at Channel 4, and since Simon was on a work trip to New York I decided to join him for a week. I was going to spend a few days shopping while Simon worked, then we’d

  booked a long weekend in the Hamptons for Valentine’s Day, staying in a beautiful old hotel; we were really excited about spending time together.




  When we arrived at our hotel in New York quite late in the afternoon we went straight to our favourite restaurant. We were newly married and everything was on an upward curve. I was about to

  start a glamorous new job, Simon had just taken over as a director for Risk Waters and we were very relaxed and happy.




  That night we went to bed and that was when it all started to feel wrong. I had a dream that was so vivid I felt as though I was right inside it. It really frightened me. I was walking on my own

  through the streets of New York on a beautiful day. Manhattan’s grey skyscrapers reached up into the sky where the glass and steel contrasted sharply with the deep, clear blue. I could see

  the windows at the top of the buildings, clearly defined and glinting in the bright sunlight. Everything was peaceful and still and I felt the calmness I’d enjoyed that afternoon with Simon

  before we went to bed.




  A small white bird flew into view. I watched it fly until I realized it wasn’t a bird but a plane travelling silently across the sky. As I watched, the plane exploded. Now I could see the

  blue sky, the grey skyscrapers and the orange ball of flames from the explosion. Everything remained silent and I watched the debris falling through the sky like matches until there was only a line

  of smoke. I felt sick and terrified and a hot fear rose from my stomach. I gasped for breath and felt overwhelmed with dread, but at the same time I didn’t understand why I was so scared. I

  was on the ground and I was fine.




  I woke up and it was morning, with Simon fast asleep beside me. Everything was normal. But what made this dream different was that it stayed with me, intense and vivid, for the rest of the trip

  and for a while afterwards. Instead of enjoying my first day in New York, going shopping and visiting galleries, I was holed up in bookshop after bookshop, frantically trying to read up on dreams

  and discover what it all meant. I developed a deep fear of flying from that day and the horror I’d felt coloured my view of everything that happened while we were in New York.




  On the same trip I asked Simon if we could go to the Windows on the World restaurant together. I’d been up there once before on a previous trip but for some reason I really wanted to go

  again, and I badgered Simon about it. He finished work one night and I met him at a bar in SoHo where he introduced me to one of his colleagues and asked if I’d like to go to dinner with

  them. I wanted to go to the World Trade Center and knew that we couldn’t do it any other time so I got cross and Simon and I had a big row about it. He’d been so many times before that

  he didn’t want to do it again and I couldn’t believe how selfish he was being. So we argued all the way to the Twin Towers about our differences of opinion. When we arrived Simon

  ushered me through the bag checks, gates and lifts. I stood in the foyer and looked at all the glass, marble, shiny chrome and crystal chandeliers. It was very 1970s and despite the enormous scale

  of the building it felt rather dated.




  Simon and I got into the lift with everybody else and we all stood close together without speaking. I knew I was in a bad mood from the argument we’d had but aside from this I felt a deep

  unease, which I was at a loss to explain, slowly beginning to build. I’m not scared of heights or lifts, and I don’t get claustrophobic, but I really didn’t like the World Trade

  Center.




  When we got there I thought the bar and restaurant were beautiful – luxurious and dynamic. I had a strong sense of the deals that must have been done, the power lunches, the rich and

  influential of Manhattan, all there within those walls. Simon went to get me a drink and I stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the Manhattan evening. The sun was dipping down

  through a grey dusk and the people and traffic of New York moved below me like a colony of ants. Everything was too small and I felt as though I were in a separate space to the rest of the world.

  An unsettling thought came into my mind that if anything happened to the buildings, like a fire, nobody inside stood a chance of getting out. The feeling of fear and dread I’d had after my

  dream returned and I actually felt tears prick my eyes at the thought of it happening.




  Simon came over with our drinks. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked me.




  I looked at him. ‘I hate being here. I don’t like the building suddenly and I want to go.’




  Simon was understandably pretty cross at this point, as I’d been so adamant that I wanted to come here, but we finished our drinks, went back to the elevators and stood in the small box as

  it plummeted back through the centre of the huge concrete building. I hated all of it – the windows, the height, the lifts, and the laughter around me when all I could see was confinement. We

  got to the bottom and walked out into the square. I drew a huge breath of fresh air and we walked away. I didn’t look back.
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