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About the Book

If only everything in life was as simple as baking a cake…

Jennie Copeland thought she knew the recipe for a happy life: marriage to her university sweetheart, a nice house in the suburbs and three beautiful children. But when her husband leaves her, she is forced to find a different recipe. And she thinks she’s found just what she needs: a ramshackle house on the outskirts of the beautiful Talyton St George, a new cake-baking business, a dog, a horse, chickens…

But life in the country is not quite as idyllic as she’d hoped, and Jennie can’t help wondering whether neighbouring farmer Guy Barnes was right when he told her she wouldn’t last the year.

Or perhaps the problem is that she’s missing one vital ingredient to make her new life a success. Could Guy be the person to provide it?
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Chapter One

Chocolate Brownies

After that, the life-changing event that was the big D, I swore I’d never fall in love again. I resolved to harden my heart and steer well clear of emotional commitment, yet here I am, completely besotted – and before you say anything, I’m not talking about a man but what has to be the most beautiful house in the world.

Nestled part-way up the hillside which rises from the valley where the River Taly meanders down towards the sea is Uphill House, a longhouse dating all the way back to the sixteenth century. It has diamond-leaded windows set deep into thick walls of cob, painted the palest pink, and a hat of golden thatch. It sits in four acres of land on the outskirts of the East Devon market town of Talyton St George. The house hints of security, comfort and forever-ness, if there is such a word, and I can only hope that after all the heartbreak my family’s been through, this relationship will be permanent.

Having left the car at the front, I make my way through the rickety picket gate and beat a path through grass and flowering mallow up to my waist, to the porch that consists of half-height walls and worn upright timbers which support a tiled roof. Ducking beneath a tangle of faded wisteria, pink and yellow climbing roses and honeysuckle, I reach the front door.

I lift the edge of the mat which lies on the stone step, pick up the envelope beneath and open it up to find a note and a key. I scan the note. It’s very brief and hardly welcoming, which isn’t surprising considering the way the writer of the note has behaved over the sale. Buying Uphill House has been what you might call an uphill struggle, but then – I smile to myself – when has attaining the object of one’s desires ever been easy?

To J. Copeland. Have oiled lock. G. Barnes.

G. Barnes has communicated to me through estate agent and solicitor so far. I still have no idea what the ‘G’ stands for or what ‘G’ looks like, although I have been told that he’s the farmer who lives in the house next door. When I say ‘next door’, the farmhouse is a good thirty metres or so further along the drive, and on the opposite side. The handwriting on the note is a scrawl suggestive of a character with few manners and poor social skills, although I suppose that splashing oil over half the door and the step could be interpreted as a thoughtful gesture on his part.

Taking care not to get oil on my green embroidered tunic and black cropped trousers, I slide the key into the latch, jiggle and twist it until it turns. I push the door open. It creaks on its hinges, whether in welcome or protest at our arrival, I’m not sure. Its rather dilapidated condition suggests that it has been left in peace for some while.

Inside at last. It’s quite a shock, stepping from the glaring sunshine and intense heat of the hottest day of summer so far, into the cool, dark hallway. I pause and breathe in the scent of the house, a rural perfume of rose petals, damp timbers and farmyard. I let my gaze travel along the hall that is lined with dark oak panels, to the grimy glass window at the end, through which I can see a slightly distorted view of the back garden with the paddock that slopes up to the copse beyond, and my pulse thrills with joy and anticipation.

Finding myself single again at forty after fourteen years of marriage was the last thing I’d expected, but now that I’ve got through the divorce, I’m going to grab this opportunity – new home, new business, new life – with both hands. I can’t wait to get into the kitchen and get started.

However, there is the small matter of a lorry full of possessions to unload, the unpacking to do, and the children to settle before I can begin to master the Aga. I turn to my three offspring who have followed on behind me, clutching various bits and pieces they’ve brought with them from the car: headphones, iPods, a teddy bear and the cool bag. They are unusually quiet; apprehensive and overwhelmed by the sight of the new house, perhaps. It’s been a stressful few days.

‘Well, what do you think?’ I ask brightly. It’s the first time they’ve seen it, apart from the virtual tour on the agent’s website which was filmed in soft focus to disguise the cracks in the walls and all-enveloping brown dust. I did bring them with me the first few times I came house-hunting, but they were soon bored with the whole idea and in the end it was easier for me to come to Devon alone while they were spending their allotted weekends with their father. I look at my eldest in his bright orange Hollister T-shirt and jeans down around his thighs so you can see his boxers. Adam’s fourteen going on twenty-four, taller than me now, and lanky with an unruly mop of brown hair, grey eyes and a smattering of teenage spots. He’s growing up so fast, growing away from me. I can feel, with a pang of regret, a dull ache in the centre of my chest, that Adam doesn’t want to think of himself as my little boy any more.

‘Well?’ I go on.

He shrugs.

‘It’s okay, but I don’t know why you care what I think now when it’s too late to change our minds and go back home.’

‘Adam, I thought you were cool with it,’ I say. ‘That’s what you said.’

‘That was ages ago and before I saw this dump.’

I can hear the bitterness rising in his voice.

‘We’ll make it our own,’ I say, suppressing a flicker of worry over his state of mind. ‘We’ll decorate your room how you want it, and of course there’s plenty of space for the dog.’

We don’t have a dog yet, but Adam’s always wanted one, and I can see from the way his expression softens that he’s feeling a little better about the move already. It’ll be all right, I tell myself. He’ll soon settle. He’ll have to because there’s no going back. This move has to work for all of us. The children might not appreciate it yet, but what I’ve done, I’ve done for them.

‘What do you think, Georgia?’ I ask, turning to my middle child who takes after me, being petite and brunette. She has her hair tied back in a ponytail and wears a thin black cardigan over a white vest and blue jeggings. She’s ten next birthday and very much a tomboy.

‘You didn’t say it was falling down, Mummy,’ she says, keeping her hand tucked into her sleeve as she points towards the sloping lintel of the doorway that leads through into what the estate agent called the drawing room. The whole house slopes in all directions, floors, walls and ceilings, but that’s part of its charm.

‘I think it’s always been like that.’ I feel my youngest reach out for my hand and link her small, slightly sweaty fingers through mine. ‘What do you think, Sophie?’ I look down, awaiting her answer while she looks around, her blond curls bobbing around her shoulders, her eyes wide and blue, and her rosebud lips pursed in thought. She’s eight and far more girlie than her sister – she’s wearing a pink summer dress and has a smear of my mother’s lippy on her cheek.

‘It’s a witch’s house.’ She shudders. ‘I don’t like it.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I say, disappointed and slightly panicky that none of the children share my enthusiasm for our new home. It’s been a wrench for them, leaving London, but I’d hoped they’d love Uphill House when they saw it. I wish that they could see its potential, like the estate agent who’d showed me round several months ago.

‘Mum, can I have something to eat?’ Adam says from beside me.

‘I thought you might run off to explore,’ I say, hopeful of having the house to myself for a few minutes, time to gather my thoughts before my parents and the removal people turn up.

‘I need food first,’ Adam insists.

‘There’s food in the cool bag,’ I say. ‘Georgia, can you pass the bag to Adam, please?’

Georgia drops it at her brother’s feet, size nines in skate shoes with fluorescent laces, and Adam rifles through, coming out with the tub of chocolate brownies I baked last night when we were over at my parents’, keeping out of the way of the removal people who were packing the last of our things into boxes and crates. When the going gets tough, the tough get going – whereas I just get baking.

‘Not those,’ I say quickly. ‘They’re for later.’

‘But I’m starving.’ Adam examines a second container. ‘What about the cherry cake? Don’t tell me you’re saving that too …’

I was, but I’m feeling guilty for dragging him away from his friends and the skate park so I give in.

‘Just make sure you save a piece for Granddad then.’ Unfortunately for my dad, the baking gene skipped a generation. My mum’s mum baked and so do I, but Mum gave up trying years ago, her rock buns turning out like granite and her coconut cones collapsing into what our family folklore calls coconut flatties, rather than rising up perkily like Madonna’s bras in the eighties.

‘I wanna piece of cake else it’s not fair,’ says Sophie from behind me, the very arbiter of fairness. ‘Adam, pass the box over.’

‘I don’t want any, thank you,’ says Georgia politely, and I smile to myself.

They’re so different yet I love each of them unconditionally even after three hours on the road, and that’s saying something. There can be no harsher test of a mother’s love than a one-hundred-and-fifty-mile car journey on a hot summer’s day.

Georgia is the quiet, sensible one whereas Sophie takes after her father’s side of the family: outgoing and self-righteous. Adam’s personality lies somewhere between the two. He wasn’t planned, but he was the best mistake I ever made. Georgia came along a little later than intended, and Sophie was conceived on impulse. Her arrival should have been the icing on the cake, but was more like the jam through a Victoria sponge, sticking the layers of our marriage back together after one of David’s affairs. It didn’t last, which is how we ended up here, I suppose.

It’s too late for regrets though. The deal is done. The money – David’s divorce settlement was generous as it should have been, since he didn’t show much in the way of remorse for what happened – has changed hands and there’s no going back. Today, I locked the door on my old life and left it all behind … all of it apart from the children, of course, and the car, and the removal lorry. Oh, and my parents who followed on behind in their own car. They’ve insisted on coming along to help with the move and I’m grateful because I don’t think I could have got this far without them.

‘Jennie, we’re here!’ My mother joins us in the hall, greeting me with a hug as she always does, as if she hasn’t seen me for weeks. She’s sixty-six but could easily pass for ten years younger. Her hair is short and sculpted, and she tells the children that she irons her face to keep the wrinkles at bay. She’s wearing cropped trousers, a cotton top and flat sandals, and Adam towers above her.

‘How’s my gorgeous grandson?’ Mum grins as Adam retreats rapidly out of touching distance. ‘It’s all right. I shan’t kiss you. And you and Sophie?’ she adds, turning to Georgia.

‘I was sick in the car,’ Georgia says.

‘I expect it was because of those wiggly lanes,’ Mum says.

‘Yes, what kept you?’ I say.

‘We took the scenic route.’ Mum rests her hands on her hips and tips her head to one side. ‘Actually, your granddad got lost. But you know what he’s like. He won’t admit it.’

‘Neither will Mum,’ Adam mutters.

‘Mummy was in such a hurry to get here that she ran straight into a tractor,’ says Sophie, wiping sticky crumbs from her face with the back of her hand.

‘Almost ran into a tractor,’ Georgia corrects her as Mum raises one eyebrow.

It’s true. I was whizzing along, a bit miffed because the SatNav had lost the signal and stopped speaking to me, and wondering how one tree could look so much like another, which only goes to show how out of touch I am with the natural world, something I intend to change very soon. That’s right. I wasn’t concentrating, which is why the tractor came upon me more quickly than I expected as I negotiated a sharp right-hand bend.

Unsure I was going to stop in time, I screamed, ‘Hold on tight!’, slammed on the brakes and waited for the bump.

‘We were this far –’ Georgia holds up her hand, demonstrating a gap of about a centimetre between her finger and thumb ‘– from this great big –’ she struggles to find words adequate to describe the monstrous machine ‘– huge tractor.’

‘It was enormous,’ I agree, smiling.

‘And it was blue,’ says Sophie. ‘And Mummy went very red.’

‘I don’t know about that.’ All I know is that it was the first time in ages that my heart’s beaten faster. I lowered the window as the driver jumped down and approached.

‘I think that man wants to speak to you,’ Sophie said, somewhat unnecessarily.

I wasn’t so sure I wanted to speak to him, I thought, when this face appeared, an unfriendly face, the forehead furrowed, the eyes cool grey-blue and staring, and the mouth set in a stubborn line. My first thought was that it could be a handsome face in a rugged kind of way, the complexion tanned, the jaw-line square, but then its owner began to speak in a voice as deep and dark as burned sugar.

‘What do you think you’re doing? This isn’t a bloody racetrack.’

‘I know … I’m sorry,’ I mumbled. I was speeding. I admit it.

‘You could have been killed. And your children.’

His eyes drilled into mine. I looked away, the irresponsible mother, concentrating instead on what I could see of the rest of him, the muscular torso partially hidden by a tatty grey vest, the hairs in his armpit as he leaned against my car. He had a musky, animal smell – not unpleasant – and his jeans looked as if they had never been through a wash, but he had something about him, the confidence of someone happy in his own skin.

‘Look, I’ve said I’m sorry,’ I began when he didn’t seem in a hurry to get back to his tractor.

‘You don’t come from round here, do you?’ he said slowly, in a West Country accent as thick as clotted cream. He paused to flick a wave of light brown, almost blond hair from his eyes. ‘I can give you directions back to town, if that’s where you’re heading.’

‘I’m fine,’ I said, refusing to be helped in any way, no matter how well intentioned the offer might have been. Since David left me, I’ve had to do virtually everything myself, and I don’t intend for that to change. Although I doubted it at first, I’ve discovered that I like my independence.

‘Mum!’ Georgia said at the same time as Sophie aimed a kick at the back of my seat.

‘I know where I’m going,’ I said adamantly.

‘Ah, but do you know where you are?’ the man said, with a spark of humour, and in spite of my embarrassment at being caught out, driving like a maniac, I smiled back.

‘Would you mind getting out of my way so we can get on?’ I said, quickly sobering up. I refrained from adding that we had a house to move into.

‘You’ll have to reverse.’ He grinned as if he could read my panic. The brambles in the hedges were touching both sides of the car, and there was the hint of a ditch, hidden by long grass and wildflowers, running alongside the lane. ‘The nearest passing place is about half a mile back,’ he added.

I reversed until my neck cricked and my brain almost melted, while the man in the tractor nodded and waved me on back condescendingly, until I reached a gateway and pulled in to let him squeeze past. I could feel myself shrinking, making myself small as if that was going to spare my paintwork, although I don’t know why I was worrying about something so trivial when, with one wrong turn of those massive wheels, we could all have been crushed to death.

‘Why didn’t you let the man tell us how to get there?’ Georgia complained when I was watching the tractor rolling on down the hill behind us. ‘Why did you pretend you know where we’re going?’

‘Because I don’t expect he knows. He’s just some old country bumpkin.’ I don’t know why I said ‘old’ because I reckon he could have been a few years younger than me.

‘What’s one of those – a bum-kin?’ asked Sophie.

I thought Adam couldn’t possibly hear anything over his music, but he switched off his iPod and joined in.

‘It’s someone who looks like a scarecrow and goes round wearing a battered hat with a feather sticking out of it. And they usually have a piece of straw in their mouth and speak like this.’ At which Adam launched into a fair imitation of a West Country accent, which made Sophie laugh, and brought a smile to Georgia’s face.

I wasn’t lost after all, just temporarily disorientated, I thought triumphantly as we reached the brow of the hill where the lane divided into two. The left-hand branch was signposted Uphill Farm and Uphill House, the sign itself leaning against a churn on a stone platform by the hedge. There was a board too with ‘Potatoe’s’ and ‘Cider’ chalked on it, in amongst the milkmaids, red campions and wild strawberry plants. I turned past them and bumped up the rutted track for another half a mile and here we were …

‘The driver got out to speak to Mummy, and Granny, I didn’t like him,’ says Sophie. ‘He said “bloody” and that isn’t allowed, is it? I think he’s a very rude person.’

‘Oh, let’s forget about that now,’ I say. ‘We’re here. We made it.’

‘The removal people are here too.’ Mum glances towards the front door, where a lorry is drawing up. ‘We’d better get the kettle on. Where is the kettle?’

‘It’s in the boot of my car.’ It was the last thing we packed. I send Adam out to fetch it.

‘Jennie,’ my dad interrupts. He’s seventy now, recently retired from his job as director of an engineering company. He’s tall and slim, and plays golf as much as he can, although I suspect he spends just as much time at the nineteenth hole as he does on the course proper. Even today, he’s wearing a burgundy polo-shirt with the golf-club logo.

‘Yes, Dad?’

‘The driver wants to know if he can park the lorry in the yard and take the furniture through the back door.’

‘I don’t see why not.’ Just between the house itself and a tumbledown barn is a five-bar gate which gives access to a yard bordered by a row of three stables and a post-and-rail fence with a gate on to the paddock.

‘He isn’t at all sure about the sofas,’ Dad goes on, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket and using it to wipe his glasses.

‘What do you mean? He hasn’t left them behind?’

‘No.’ Dad slips his glasses back on. ‘It’s just that the doors on this house are rather narrow and your sofas are rather large.’

‘Can we take a window out or something?’ I seem to remember having seen this done on TV before.

‘The windows are rather dinky too,’ Dad says. ‘I doubt we can dismantle the sofas, so the only option left is to put them in the barn, covered up, and buy another suite.’

My heart sinks. Another expense to add to all the others that I hadn’t budgeted for, like paying for the Aga to be serviced and having the chimneys swept before we moved in.

‘What will we sit on?’ I groan.

‘Our bums,’ says Adam.

‘Adam, that’s rude,’ Sophie says, wagging a finger at her big brother.

Dad grins. ‘We aren’t going to have much time for sitting, are we? This place is going to take a bit of work to get it sorted.’ He squints towards the exposed beams above our heads. ‘I hope you haven’t taken on too much.’

‘You do like it, though?’ I say anxiously. ‘You do think it’ll be worth it in the end?’

‘I love it, Jennie.’ Mum links her arm through mine. ‘I wish me and your dad had had the courage to move out of London when we were your age. I’d have loved a place like this. It’s so romantic, like something out of a fairytale.’

‘Without the handsome prince,’ I say wryly.

‘You don’t know that yet,’ Mum says.

But I do, I think, my chest tight with regret. With David gone, there are no princes left for me. I still feel so let down. The princess – because David did treat me as a princess to begin with – was abandoned with her three children and banished from the kingdom. Okay, it’s a modern-day fairytale without a happy ending, in which we share joint custody and I chose to move away.

‘Let me give everyone a quick tour so you know where everything is,’ I say, changing the subject. ‘Let’s go.’ I pick up the cool bag and the cake boxes and take them through the next room, a kind of lobby with stairs leading up to the landing, then into the kitchen, my favourite room. It’s enormous, double aspect with views to the front of the overgrown garden, the lane and open fields, and yet more overgrown garden to the back. In the stone alcove which used to house the open fire is an ancient but, I’m assured, perfectly serviceable Aga. To the right there is a hole in the stonework, the access point to the original bread oven that doesn’t appear to have been used for years.

Dad walks across to the stable door on the far side and opens the top, letting the afternoon sunshine stream in across the stone floor.

‘You’ll be able to bake plenty of cakes in this kitchen, Jennie,’ he says.

‘That’s what I’m planning to do,’ I say. Jennie’s Cakes. I can see it now. A vast oak table in the centre, cooling racks piled high with all kinds of calorie-laden goodies: cream pastries, chocolate-chip cookies, fairy cakes, tea breads, lemon drizzle cake. I picture myself flicking through an exercise book – one with a chintzy cover to go with the lifestyle, of course – filled with orders. I imagine removing three tiers of rich fruit cake, fed with brandy, from the walk-in larder, to be covered with marzipan and iced a few days before a client’s special day. My mind runs riot.

‘It’s going to take some cleaning before you get your hygiene certificate,’ Mum observes, bringing me back to earth. She scratches at the butler’s sink with her fingernail. ‘I reckon this is sixteenth-century grease.’

It’s true. I am realistic though. It’s going to be some time before I get a taste of success. Whatever. I know it’ll be sweet eventually, like golden syrup.

‘When did anyone last live here?’ says Dad, looking up at the cobwebs which hang like rags from the ceiling.

‘Mrs Barnes – the last owner – moved out a few years ago, so I’ve been told.’ I run a finger across the wooden draining board, picking up a sheen of reddish dust and a splinter. The kitchen is going to have to be sorted out before I can set up my business – it needs a little updating.

‘It doesn’t look as if she looked after the place,’ says Dad.

‘I got the impression from the agent that she was pretty ancient.’ I squeeze the splinter out and rinse it off under the tap. The water comes out with a bang and a gurgle then a rush.

‘Like the house,’ says Adam. ‘You know, this would make a great games room, Mum.’

‘No way! This is my domain. I thought you could make yourself a den in the barn eventually. It’s twice the size of this.’

‘But the pony’s hay will have to go in the barn,’ says Georgia.

‘There are three stables,’ I point out. ‘We aren’t having three ponies so you can store pony food in one of those. Guys, we have four acres – there’s more than enough room for all of us.’

‘Yeah, I’ll be able to get away from you lot,’ Adam says, and he gives Georgia a big brotherly shove at which she flies back at him, aiming a kick at his shin, a scene repeated so many times before that I’ve lost count.

‘Let’s go upstairs,’ Mum says quickly, diverting them before the scrap can escalate, but I can’t help suspecting that another fight will ensue almost immediately over allocating bedrooms.

‘This is a strange layout,’ Mum observes when we reach the upper floor. All four bedrooms and the bathroom lead off one long corridor which runs along the rear of the house.

‘It’s very traditional,’ I say. ‘I’ve been doing my research, and the longhouse was built to house the family and their animals under one roof. They would have been separated by the cross passage – the hall under our feet.’

‘How on earth do you get a cow upstairs, Mum?’ Adam says.

‘The animals didn’t live upstairs,’ I say, giving him a teasing nudge. ‘This would have been a loft with ladders up to where the people slept and where they kept the hay.’

‘Which end did the animals live in?’ Georgia asks.

‘Yeah, I wanna know because I’m not living in a cowshed,’ says Adam, the authentic voice of a twenty-first-century teen.

‘The kitchen and lobby would have been for people. The drawing-room end was the shippon, the area for the cows. That’s why the floor slopes and has a drain running down the middle. It would have been for the dung.’

‘That’s completely disgusting.’ Adam wrinkles his nose. ‘No wonder it stinks in here.’

‘It’s a lovely countryside aroma,’ Mum says, bending her knees slightly to look out of the low window where red roan and white cows are visible, grazing in the field. ‘I expect it’s from those cows – or are they bulls? – across the way there. Malcolm, are those cows or bulls?’

‘Better find out before anyone goes out there,’ Dad says.

‘We can’t go out there,’ says Georgia. ‘It’s the farmer’s field.’

‘Yuck,’ says Adam.

Ignoring him, I open the door to the first room we come across, the bathroom.

‘That’s a good size,’ says Mum before falling silent, because that’s about all you can say. The rose-patterned wallpaper is peeling away and faded to brown. The bath has lost much of its enamel and stands in the middle of the dark floorboards. The old-fashioned toilet with its high cistern, and a chain to pull, is positioned on top of three steps like a throne.

‘I’d make a feature of that,’ says Mum brightly, ‘it’s historic.’

‘There’s no shower,’ Adam says.

‘We’ll get one fitted,’ I assure him, quickly moving on to the next room. ‘I thought this would be yours, Adam.’

He takes a quick tour of the room, opening the door to the left of the fireplace and closing it again.

‘There’s no en suite?’ he says.

‘Well, you’ve been spoiled up to now,’ I say. Adam was lucky – at our old house, he had his own shower room attached to his bedroom. ‘There is just the one bathroom.’

‘It’s like the Dark Ages,’ he says. ‘You’ll be telling me there’s no broadband connection next.’

‘Um, actually, as far as I know, there isn’t. What else did you expect, Adam? We’re out in the sticks.’

‘How am I going to get on Facebook? How am I going to keep in touch with my friends?’

‘I’ll have to contact the phone people and get them to set up some kind of internet access.’ I’m being suitably vague. I haven’t a clue what I’m talking about. David used to deal with all the techie stuff.

‘I’ll do that with you tomorrow, Adam,’ Dad tells him.

‘Okay,’ Adam says, and I wish he’d add a ‘thank you’.

‘I don’t like the look of that patch of damp up there,’ Dad says, moving closer to the window to inspect the black mould which adorns the ceiling above. However, there isn’t as much damp in Adam’s room as there is in the one which is supposed to be Sophie’s. Even more off-putting is the desiccated bat lying in the middle of the floor.

‘I’m not sleeping in here.’ Sophie squeals and runs to Mum, grabbing her around the waist. Mum strokes her hair, tangling her fingers through Sophie’s curls. ‘It’s a horrid room.’

‘It is a bit different from what you’re used to,’ Mum agrees.

‘You’ll have to share with Georgia then,’ I say, repressing a memory of Sophie’s delight at moving back into her old room after we had it redecorated with pink and pale lime paint, and a new carpet. This is shabby, dirty, and I can imagine a decrepit old lady – think Miss Havisham from Great Expectations – living here with her withered wedding dress and mouldering cake. Poor Sophie.

‘I don’t mind sharing,’ Sophie says hopefully.

‘I don’t wanna share,’ says Georgia.

‘I think people who want ponies might have to be a bit more accommodating,’ I point out gently. At least, if the girls share, it’ll make decorating easier. I take Georgia’s silence on the matter for a yes, and give her a hug.

‘I wanna go home,’ says Sophie. ‘I really wanna go home now.’

Mum gives me a small, sympathetic smile.

‘Let’s go and make that tea, and find some squash for the removal men. Come on, Sophie. Georgia too.’ She touches my shoulder and a few minutes later, I join them back in the kitchen, wondering how long it’s going to take us to settle in.

There’s a lot to do, but I’m confident that I can deal with everything by taking one day at a time. The work doesn’t scare me at all. What is worrying me is the children’s reaction to the house. The last thing I want is for them to be unhappy living here.

Dad disappears with Adam for a while then reappears.

‘About the sofas,’ he begins.

‘You can’t get them indoors,’ I say, reading his expression.

‘I’m afraid we can’t get them in the barn either,’ Dad goes on.

‘It’s full of stuff already,’ Adam adds.

‘What kind of stuff?’ I say sharply, picturing my sofas having to stand outdoors, exposed to the elements.

‘Rubbish,’ says Adam.

‘Junk,’ Dad says. ‘Old lampshades, wardrobes, a roll of chicken wire …’

‘Ladders, tractor tyres, even a rusty old tractor,’ Adam goes on.

‘Great,’ I say. (I’m being sarcastic.) ‘I was told everything would be cleared out before we arrived.’

‘Did you get that in writing?’ says Dad, smiling wryly because he already knows the answer.

‘No. The agent said he’d spoken to the owner’s son and he’d promised to deal with it.’ I feel let down.

‘Come and have a look, Mum.’ Adam tugs on my arm.

‘Just a minute. Are you all right there?’ I ask Mum who’s firing up the Aga for pizza, shop-bought ones that she brought with her.

‘I’m not sure,’ she says. ‘Does this thing come with instructions?’

‘If it does, they’ll be written in Mediaeval English,’ Adam says, sounding more cheerful now.

‘I’ve got a book somewhere.’ Summer, my best friend, gave it to me before we left. ‘It’s called How to Make Friends with Your Aga.’ I’m not sure, looking at it though, that we are going to be friends and I rather wish I’d brought my old cooker with me. The cream enamel surface is chipped and scratched, and I’ll never be able to work out how to use all those ovens. It has four, and two hotplates with lids on the top.

‘It’s taking its time. There is some oil in the tank outside, isn’t there?’ Mum asks.

‘There’d better be. Mr Barnes charged me for it, right down to the last litre.’ He didn’t give anything away, except all this stuff that Dad and Adam say is in the barn.

I join them to investigate, following them back out into the late-afternoon sunshine, then picking my way across the stone path which is obscured by long grass and apologising to the poor snail that I scrunch underfoot en route. The yard is cobbled and patched with brick where the weeds have forced their way through. We skirt around the removal lorry where the men are sitting on the tailgate, taking a break, and reach the open end of the barn which is built from cob and thatch, like the house. It’s filled from floor to rafters with – well, I tend to agree with Adam – rubbish, and I’m not happy. It’s been a long, hot and increasingly frustrating day, and this is the last thing I need.

‘That Barnes man’s been nothing but a pain in the neck,’ I say, close to tears. He didn’t want to sell the house to me, and now it’s as if he’s getting back at me for paying him good money – cash, by the way – for it. His delaying tactics almost forced me to pull out when my buyers threatened to withdraw their offer if there was no prospect of moving in until the beginning of the school summer holidays, but I managed to mollify them by knocking another two thousand off the price. ‘If he really didn’t want to sell, he shouldn’t have put it on the market in the first place.’

‘I expect he has his reasons,’ Dad says philosophically. ‘These old Devonians are never in a hurry to do anything. Don’t you remember how we used to wait hours in the tea shop for a cream tea when we were on holiday? We used to joke that they were picking the strawberries for the jam.’

‘Now you tell me it was a joke?’ I say, chuckling. ‘I believed you, Dad.’ Then I sober up again. Part of my reason for moving here was because I remember the area from happy childhood holidays when the sun always shone.

‘We’d better get on,’ Dad says, looking up the hill behind the house where clouds are sweeping across the sun as it sets behind the copse of trees, then back to my lovely cream sofas that sit in the yard like a modern-art installation. ‘It looks like rain.’

A breeze shimmies around my ankles, dives down and lifts a swirl of dust as Adam and my father start dragging bits and pieces out of the barn. I force myself to help them, my body weighed down with worry and exhaustion, my skin gritty with dried sweat. When I told Mum about my plans to move to the country, she said I’d only remembered the good bits. For the briefest moment as I look back at my beautiful new house, my throat tight with mixed emotions, I wonder if perhaps she was right.


Chapter Two

Boudoir Biscuits

The next morning, I open my eyes to cool, pale light that casts faint shadows across the fresh cotton sheets. I can hear the house waking up too: the creak of floorboards as one of the children pads across to the bathroom, the sound of my father’s voice from outside the window and Adam singing. Adam’s up? He’s never up before me. I check my alarm clock. It’s gone eleven. I must have gone back to sleep after the noise and disturbance that began at about three-thirty, before dawn.

I sit up in bed and look around me. My wardrobe is a cupboard built into the eaves to one side of the chimney breast. There’s no central heating yet, but every bedroom has a fireplace. There’s no carpet, just a rug I bought from IKEA. Its bright, geometric design clashes with the dark red, Regency-stripe wallpaper which someone must once have found fashionable. There are boxes, as yet unpacked, stacked in front of the window-seat.

I am, as always in the early days of a love affair, gradually discovering the flaws, but they don’t matter. To me, the house already feels like home. I breathe a sigh of contentment and calm.

Something has changed. I didn’t have the dream last night, the one where I forget David and I aren’t together any more. I didn’t wake and reach out across the sheets, seeking the warmth of his body, only to find a cold and empty space. I didn’t curl up with my knees as close to my chest as I could get them, unable to suppress the anger and shame which would well up inside me: anger at David for what he did to me, to us, to our family, and at myself for not being able to let go; shame for not being a good wife – or not good enough anyway. I didn’t wake up to find my joints aching with grief, and feel sick to the pit of my stomach.

Smiling to myself, I get up, throw on some jeans and a loose shirt, and wander downstairs to the kitchen, following the smell of cooked bacon. Mum looks up from where she’s putting mugs out on the worktop.

‘You look a bit rough, love,’ she says.

‘I’m fine,’ I say, running my fingers through my bed hair. I’m used to my mother’s occasional lack of tact. She doesn’t mean anything by it, but it can be hurtful. I remember how she responded the day after David left and I told her he’d gone for good. We were in the kitchen then, the one at the old house with its glossy black units and stainless-steel appliances.

‘What makes you think he won’t come back?’ Mum said.

‘Because –’ I started to sob again ‘– he’s “in love”, whatever that means, and I can’t compete with her, not with my love-handles and Buddha belly.’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Jennie. You’ve got a marvellous figure.’ Mum paused and then added, ‘For your age.’

‘For my age?’ I repeated. My mother was being straight, brutally honest in fact, and it hurt. ‘You see, that’s just it,’ I exploded. ‘She – the other bloody woman – is fifteen years younger. I didn’t … I don’t stand a chance.’ I paused. ‘Look at me. My body’s been ravaged by pregnancy and childbirth, I’m almost forty and on my own with three kids …’

‘You aren’t alone, darling,’ Mum said, taking me in her arms where I broke down completely.

‘I’m a complete failure …’

‘It isn’t you. It’s him,’ Mum said bitterly. ‘You are a lovely young woman with three beautiful children. You’re smart – you have a degree which is more than I have – and you run a home and cook the most wonderful cakes. You have absolutely nothing to be ashamed of.’

I didn’t believe her then either, of course. It was too soon.

‘Coffee?’ she says now, offering me a mug and bringing me back to the present.

‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘Did you hear the cockerel this morning?’

‘You could hardly miss him.’

‘Your dad did – he brought his earplugs with him so he missed everything, the cows trampling along the drive outside and the milk tanker.’ Mum grins. ‘Oh, for the peace and tranquillity of the big city.’

‘Don’t say it.’

‘I’m not saying a word.’ She takes a step back, bends down and opens an oven door. ‘I have tamed the beast though. Look at that – full English breakfast for six.’

‘How did you do that?’ I ask, surprised to see a tray of browned sausages and crispy bacon. Last night, it took an inordinately long time for the Aga to warm up. In fact, it didn’t really get going so we ate lukewarm pizzas, the cheese barely melted on the top, sitting at the sleek, glass-topped table which I’d thought looked so cool when I bought it, but now looks completely out of place. We drank lemonade and champagne to toast the house, and cleared the dusty cobwebs from the ceilings above our heads before the girls would agree to go to bed. Mum and Dad slept on an airbed in the drawing room.

‘It works on the principle of stored heat. We didn’t give it long enough to warm up.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’ I put my arms around her. ‘I couldn’t have done this without you and Dad.’

‘It’s the least we could do, love. Just promise me though that this is the first and last of your harebrained schemes?’

‘Where is Dad?’ I say, changing the subject. ‘I thought I heard him outside.’

‘He’s taken the girls shopping for a draining board – this one’s cracked and you can’t have that in a professional bakery.’ Mum emphasises the word ‘professional’ and I can hear the pride in her voice. I’m touched that she’s proud of my ambition and entrepreneurial instinct. ‘We thought we’d get the kitchen sorted first since that’s going to be the most important room in the house. The sooner that’s done, the sooner you can get on to environmental health to register your premises.’ She smiles. ‘Jennie, this is so exciting.’

It is exciting, but I’m also finding it tremendously scary too. I think I can cope with the paperwork and the baking, of course. I’m just not sure how I’m going to find my customers. I look out of the window, past the drive, at the green fields stretching away down to the river. I can see cows and birds, but where are the people?

‘Sit down and eat. The bread’s on the table.’ Mum hands me a warm plate of food, then picks up a cloth and a bottle of cleaner. ‘I think I saw your new neighbour, the farmer. Or I suppose he could have been a farmhand. Anyway, I was looking out of the window, admiring the view and watching the cows go by, when he walked past. He saw me and touched his cap. Very polite.’ Mum pauses. ‘Come on, Jennie. Aren’t you curious?’

‘Not really,’ I say, somewhat stubbornly because I know there’s nothing Mum loves more than a good gossip. ‘Oh, all right. Go on.’

‘He’s quite tall, about six foot, I should guess.’

‘Is that it?’

‘I’d say he’s in his thirties, no older. Rather a hunk, if you ask me.’

‘I think the term used today is fit,’ I say, amused by Mum’s turn of phrase.

‘All right then. He was fit, and I reckon he lives on his own on that farm.’

‘How do you work that one out?’

‘Have you seen anyone else coming and going?’ she challenges me.

I shake my head, my mouth full of bacon and egg.

‘What’s more, I just happened to notice him hanging out his washing this morning.’

‘Mum, have you been spying?’

‘You can see over the wall into his garden when you’re in the girls’ room. It wasn’t spying. It was a chance observation … and it struck me that the clothes were all of the masculine variety.’

‘So? He’s a New Man. He does his own washing.’ I can’t help smiling. ‘Mum, I know what you’re trying to do, and it won’t work. Farmer or farmhand, I’m not interested.’

‘I’m not saying, go out and chat him up,’ she says, looking hurt. ‘I’m saying, you need to keep an open mind. Jennie, I want you to be happy.’

‘I am happy. Funnily enough, I can be happy without a man in my life.’

‘Yes, but you’re still young, beautiful, bubbly …’ Mum sighs. ‘I don’t like the idea of you living out here all alone in the middle of nowhere.’

There’s a thud from upstairs. Adam?

‘I’m hardly all alone,’ I say, rolling my eyes.

‘But when the children leave home …’

‘That’s ages yet.’

‘Time passes more quickly than you think,’ she says wistfully. ‘They’ll soon go.’

Time passes, but it doesn’t necessarily heal, I muse as we go on to clean the kitchen, scrubbing at the years of grime that has built up on the walls. Why can’t Mum see that I’m really off men? I wipe down the windowsills, clean out the row of cupboard units along the wall opposite the Aga, and start unpacking my baking utensils and recipe books.

As I pick my favourite book out of the crate it arrived in, it falls open at one particular recipe, a well-used page spattered with spots of grease. I’m not sure if it was the beating of the egg whites and sugar into stiff peaks, or the sensual pleasure of piping the mix on to baking parchment, or removing them from the oven, barely browned and still spongy under my fingertips, but I always thought there was something naughty about boudoir biscuits – until the last time I made them, as a treat for David.

It was an extraordinarily ordinary day in early spring. I remember it being particularly cold and the boiler at our old house had been playing up, so I’d been in the kitchen all day, baking to keep warm. I’d made a Simnel cake. I like to do it for my mum for Mothering Sunday – and I love having an excuse to get my cook’s blowtorch out. I use it for browning the marzipan on the top. I’d also made a birthday cake for a friend’s daughter – a simple round sponge cake with butter cream and jam through the middle, decorated with white fondant icing, pink ribbons and sparkly ballet shoes. It looked really sweet.

While waiting for Adam to come home from school, I slid the cooked boudoir biscuits on to a wire rack to cool, glancing out of the kitchen window where the two girls were bouncing on the trampoline under a heavy sky. The lawn, pierced here and there by clumps of battered daffodils, swept downhill beyond the trampoline to a dense hedge of beech and laurel, the boundary to the garden of our old house. Beyond that, the ground rose again, quite steeply, and if it weren’t for the golfers with their buggies and brightly coloured umbrellas, and the high-rise office blocks that loomed on the horizon, I could have pretended I was in the country, not a few miles from central London.

Adam came flying into the kitchen from the hall, flung his backpack on the floor and made a grab for a biscuit.

‘Hey, not so fast,’ I said, intercepting him. ‘They’re for your dad’s tea.’

‘He won’t miss a couple.’ Adam eyed them hungrily. ‘Anyway, he’s on a diet, isn’t he?’

David was watching his weight. He’d always been careful, but since he’d hit forty several months ago, he’d become almost obsessed. However, he hadn’t been able to resist my baking so far.

‘You can have two, that’s all.’ Adam smiled at me, revealing the tram-track braces that he wore back then. ‘Just don’t tell the girls.’

‘What isn’t Adam to tell us?’ Georgia kicked off her outdoor shoes inside the back door, followed by Sophie who headed straight for the biscuits, padding across the floor in wet socks. ‘Adam! What did Mum say? Why are you eating a biscuit?’ Georgia turned to me, all serious. ‘Mum, you said we couldn’t have one.’

‘It isn’t fair,’ Sophie began.

‘All right,’ I said quickly, not wishing to be drawn into a debate. ‘Two each, and you’d better eat your tea,’ I added as I watched the biscuits disappearing from the rack.

Georgia nibbled at hers, the picture of restraint in a long navy coat.

‘They’re yummy,’ said Sophie, showering her school sweatshirt with crumbs. ‘Mummy, what does boudoir mean?’

‘It’s a lady’s bedroom,’ I said.

Sophie frowned.

‘Why does the lady have her own bedroom?’ she asked, all innocence. ‘Why doesn’t she share it with her husband, like you and Daddy?’

‘She might be divorced,’ said Georgia matter-of-factly. ‘Mrs Webber was in tears last week at school because her husband’s left her.’

‘Are you sure?’ Mrs Webber, Georgia’s teacher at school, had married only last term. I remembered because Georgia spent hours making her a card.

‘She was so upset, she hid in the cupboard in the classroom and wouldn’t come out till break-time.’

I thought of Mrs Webber’s encouraging notes written in the margins of Georgia’s schoolbooks. ‘Well done, Georgia. Super work. You’ve tried very hard.’ And I thought – smugly, because I reckoned I deserved to be smug after fourteen years of working at mine – that Mrs Webber obviously hadn’t made that much of an effort to save her marriage.

Anyway, later that night Adam went out with a friend, the girls were sleeping upstairs and David and I were enjoying a rare evening alone together. We sat side by side on the sofa – one of the sofas that’s under a tarpaulin in the barn right now – David picking at his dessert of zabaglione that I’d made to go with the biscuits. In spite of looking completely exhausted, he still managed to look as handsome as ever. Think Jude Law and you wouldn’t be far wrong.

‘Is there something wrong?’ I asked. ‘Don’t you like it?’ I went on.

‘No. I mean, yes. It’s great, Jennie. Right up to your usual standard.’ David put the plate down on the floor at his feet. ‘It’s me. I went out for lunch with a client. I’m not all that hungry.’

‘Never mind,’ I sighed, thinking that the children had enjoyed the biscuits at least.

‘You know, you ought to be able to find a market for your baking,’ he continued, his expression veiled in shadow as the tea lights burned down in the fireplace. ‘You’re an ace cook.’

Forgiving him for his lack of appetite, I cuddled up to him, but he didn’t respond.

‘I know you like being a stay-at-home mum, but perhaps you should think about setting up a business of some kind to keep you occupied and bring a little money in.’

‘David, don’t you think I’m occupied enough? I spend all day every day rushing about from one appointment to another, what with the school run, Sophie’s ballet and Georgia’s swimming, plus sorting Adam’s braces which seem to break every five minutes, as if I feed him on a diet of stones.’

‘You still seem to manage to fit in seeing your sister, your mum and your friends, along with trips to the hairdresser and the body shop.’

David was joking – he meant the beautician. And he wasn’t really complaining. He’d have had a fit if I’d turned up in bed with whiskers and hairy legs.

‘I thought we’d decided I wouldn’t rush into anything until Sophie started at secondary school?’ That was more than three years away. ‘I don’t need to. Do I?’ I added, uncertain now. ‘Is there some problem at work?’ There had been rumours of redundancies before now. ‘Are we in some kind of financial difficulty?’ And then I thought how ridiculous, how demeaning, it sounded to be asking that question. I was a grown woman, an adult, and once I’d known exactly how much money we had as a couple whereas lately I’d let things slide and now had absolutely no idea, except that there always seemed to be enough. Something I’m ashamed to say I’d taken for granted.

‘No, no problem,’ he said quickly. ‘I just thought … Well, sometimes it’s good to have interests outside the home, things to talk about.’

A sense of paranoia set in. I picked up a cushion and hugged it to my chest. I should have let it go, ignored it, but I couldn’t.

‘Are you saying I’m boring then?’

‘No, not that.’

‘What then? Are you saying you’re bored with me?’ I looked at him, really looked at him, in a way that I hadn’t recently. In a sort of narrowed-eye, what-have-you-been-up-to-this-time? kind of way. He was wearing new socks. Ben Sherman. I didn’t buy them. He must have done. He never bought his own socks. Unless … My heart started to beat overly fast. ‘David?’

And then it all came out. I still can’t think about it now without welling up.

Anyway, when I was clearing away the remains of my marriage the next day, I noticed the biscuit broken in two on David’s plate and felt sick and sad, and knew in that instant that I’d never bake boudoir biscuits again.

‘Penny for them?’ Mum says, interrupting my thoughts.

I snap the recipe book shut.

‘It’s nothing,’ I say. ‘Shall I put the kettle on again?’

‘Use the one by the sink. I found it in the larder – it goes on the hotplate. The boiling not the simmering one. It’s all right, I’ve given it a good clean.’

The kettle is whistling when Adam arrives downstairs in shorts and T-shirt for second helpings of breakfast, grumbling that as well as there being no way he can contact his friends on Facebook, there’s not enough hot water to fill the bath. A few minutes later, Dad and the girls turn up with bags of provisions but no draining board. Sophie stomps in, stubs her toe on the raised edge of one of the flagstones and flies into a strop.

‘I’ve broken my toes,’ she cries.

‘Well, if you will wear flip-flops,’ I say. ‘I bought you a pair of summer shoes, remember.’

‘They’re so cool. Not,’ Sophie says, and I hear my mother’s sharp intake of breath.

‘When I was eight,’ she says, ‘the only pair of shoes I had was a pair of brown sandals with crepe soles which melted if you left them out in the sun. I didn’t make a fuss about wearing the latest fashion, or –’ she glances towards Adam who’s at the table scraping his plate clean ‘– designer labels.’

‘Were your parents very poor, Granny?’ Sophie asks.

‘They didn’t have a lot of money,’ Mum confirms.

‘Luckily, my daddy’s quite rich,’ Sophie says. ‘He and Alice take us clothes shopping when we stay with them, which is lucky for us because there aren’t any clothes shops for children in Talyton St George. There’s not even a Primark,’ she goes on, shaking her head sadly.

‘Never mind,’ I say lightly, wondering how I managed to bring up my children to be so materialistic. ‘You won’t die without one.’

‘She might die of embarrassment, if we’re lucky,’ Georgia cuts in. When I cast her a warning glance, she continues, ‘Well, she wouldn’t stop snoring last night. Even when I pinched her nose.’

‘You didn’t, Georgia?’ I say.

‘She did, Mummy,’ Sophie says, outraged. ‘I remember now, and it really hurts.’

‘It’ll take your mind off your broken toes,’ Adam points out. ‘Which aren’t broken by the way, because when I broke mine, they swelled to three times the size and I couldn’t walk.’

‘I can’t either,’ Sophie says, quickly sitting down.

‘All we managed to buy were a couple of baguettes and some doughnuts from the baker’s,’ says Dad, talking over the squabble. ‘We popped in to check out the competition, didn’t we, Georgia?’

‘Their cakes didn’t look as nice as yours, Mum,’ she says.

‘Thank you, Georgia.’ I’m wondering if I should be concerned about the number of outlets there are for cakes in Talyton. I’ve made some plans, projections of how many cakes I need to bake and sell, set against the cost of ingredients, and I reckon I can make enough money to keep us afloat. I’ve been realistic in my calculations and I know it’ll take a while to grow the business, but I’m quietly optimistic. I’m lucky. I haven’t got a mortgage, but I have spent just about every penny I have on buying the house, so I have to make a go of the business.

It isn’t just about earning a living though. It’s about proving something: that I’m not just a divorced mum of three and, at forty, rapidly hurtling into middle age. Okay, I admit that part of me hopes that my future success might sting David into regretting what he did, and I also want my children to be proud of me, but most of all, just for once in my life, I’m doing it for myself.

‘We didn’t see anywhere to buy a pony,’ Georgia goes on. ‘You haven’t forgotten, Mum, have you?’

‘How can I forget when you’re always reminding me?’ I say with a sigh.

‘Well, Mummy, you can’t say I can have one and then change your mind.’ I notice Georgia’s lower lip beginning to tremble.

She’s right. It was a rash promise, made in the heat of the moment, soon after David threw our lives into upheaval, but now we have the paddock and stables, I have to stick by it.

‘We’ll look for a pony once we’ve settled in. Why don’t you and Sophie make a start on doing whatever you have to do to prepare for it? I’m the first to admit I know nothing about ponies, but I’d guess that you need to check the fences around the paddock and make sure they’re safe.’

‘You said we could have a dog too,’ says Adam.

‘And a cat,’ says Sophie.

‘Now you’re pushing it,’ I say, smiling. I don’t remember mentioning a cat.

‘But that’s not fair! I won’t have a pet of my own.’

‘How do you work that out?’

‘Because I’m having the dog,’ says Adam.

‘And I’m having the pony,’ says Georgia. ‘And it’s perfectly fair, Sophie, because I’m older than you so I must have a pet first.’

‘I thought we’d have a few chickens too,’ I say. ‘You can look after those, Sophie. We’ll have fresh eggs every day.’

She seems satisfied with that.

‘What am I going to do all day, Mum?’ Adam says as the girls disappear off.

‘I don’t know. How about use your initiative?’

‘I could be down at the skate park with Josh …’ Adam says mournfully. ‘I hate this place. It’s so boring.’ Then he brightens. ‘We could go and look for a dog.’

‘I think that can wait for a while,’ Dad says. ‘I think your mum’s got enough to do for now. I’ve found some furniture amongst the junk in the barn which might be useful for the drawing room. I could do with some extra muscle to shift it.’

I notice how Adam looks up from the table and immediately flexes his arms, checking cross-eyed on the size of his biceps which, to be honest, aren’t terribly pronounced yet, although I’ve caught him working on them, using his friend’s weights that he borrowed for a while.

‘You look as if you have plenty of muscle for the job, young man,’ Dad says, and I think, Flattery will get you everywhere, as Adam gets up to go and clean his teeth before going to help.

Mum and I continue cleaning and unpacking, finishing off in the kitchen then making a start on the bathroom. We break for lunch, then carry on for another couple of hours until we can take no more.

‘I don’t know about you, Jennie, but I fancy a lie-down,’ Mum says. ‘I didn’t sleep too well last night.’

‘Have my room,’ I say, feeling guilty that she and Dad slept on an airbed while I had the bed upstairs. ‘I’m going to have five minutes in the garden.’

I take a deckchair and set it up on the back lawn, sitting among the long grasses and wildflowers which seem to have taken over.
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