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      The wind seemed insistent on ripping the coat from John “Slim” Hardy’s shoulders. As he followed limping Reggie Bowles along the promenade towards the pier sticking out into the grey, choppy water of the Bristol Channel, he struggled to see quite what people found attractive about these seaside towns. He’d stepped on a discarded fish ’n’ chips wrapper, almost stepped on a dead seagull, and had an ownerless terrier of some kind attempt to urinate on his leg. Although it was early May, with summer on the grey, indistinct horizon, few local businesses appeared to be preparing for the coming summer season. Many were boarded up, or had only jagged shards of glass remaining in their windows, their signs faded or taken down, which suggested that they might not open up at all.

      ‘I found him just down there, on the sand,’ Reggie said, leaning over the low promenade wall to point at the shadowy triangle beneath the struts of the pier extending out from the promenade a stone’s throw up ahead. ‘He used to nap down there sometimes on warm days, out of the sun, hand behind his head like, so at first I thought he was sleeping. Didn’t occur to me that the old guy might be dead.’

      Reggie continued along the promenade, and then descended a set of concrete, sand-buried steps down onto the beach. Aside from a few hardy dog walkers, hands stuffed deep into their pockets, coats zipped up to their necks, the flat sand surrounding the pier, stretching out into the sea, was empty. A few glass bottles, washed up by the grey waves, protruded out of the wet sand. A crushed food container tumbled over and over, propelled by the biting wind that would gust then pause, gust then pause, in an endless cycle like it was having difficulty breathing.

      Slim stood for a moment at the top of the steps, looking down at the beach. The Grand Pier stretched three hundred yards out into the sea, a wooden platform protected by a rusting metal railing, to where a gaudy bulb of entertainment sat like a spaceship that had just landed, propped up by dozens of water-stained wooden stilts that from this distance looked too spindly to support its weight. In water at high tide and mud at low, now with the sea halfway out, gentle waves lapped and sloshed around them, sending up plumes of white spray.

      The narrow triangle of space below where the pier’s walkway connected with the promenade gradually widened as the beach stretched away. Closest to the concrete promenade, the triangular hollow appeared to be in perpetual shadow, the sand damp and green with algae and patches of sun-shy couch grass. Reggie had stopped at the bottom of the steps and was pointing into that dank, murky area. Slim found it hard to believe how anyone could have taken comfort squeezed up into that place. Besides having a little shelter from the wind and rain, it more closely resembled a tomb. That a man had died in this space didn’t surprise Slim at all. The surprise lay in what Reggie told him next.

      Slim continued down the steps until he was standing beside Reggie. ‘Tell me again about Bob,’ Slim said.

      ‘He was the last of a kind,’ Reggie said, his voice tinged with a note of sadness. ‘He’d done the Punch and Judy along this beach for fifty years.’ He gave a little chuckle. ‘Until I found him dead, I would have thought it more likely the beach would weather around him,’ Reggie said.

      Slim recalled how he had met Reggie. After a signing event at a local bookshop in late April, where he had been reluctantly promoting a ghostwritten book on one of his cases, a man had nearly bundled into him as he exited the shop. Clearly recognising him, Reggie had grabbed his shoulders and practically shouted into his face. ‘Mr Hardy, please, I need to speak to you,’ he had said, and the look in his eyes had made it impossible for Slim to refuse.

      Always preferring the quiet confines of a backstreet café to anywhere bustling with people, Slim invited the man for coffee. About to close, the café had just enough left in the filter to satisfy Slim’s craving. With a strong black coffee in front of him, he had listened to Reggie’s story.

      ‘We were friends going back decades,’ Reggie said. ‘I might look old to you, but to Bob I was always just “the boy”. Even though I’d been sweeping and picking litter up along that promenade for nearly thirty years, Bob still looked on me like a youngster to take under his wing. And even though it might have looked on the outside like the old guy never smiled, it weren’t true. Many a night we’d go down there at sunset after the crowds were gone and drink a beer and talk about the day. He was a good sort, Bob was.’

      ‘Did he live locally?’ Slim asked, sipping at his coffee. ‘I suppose he must’ve done, to have worked here for so long.’

      ‘I believe he had a place, somewhere across town,’ Reggie said. ‘But he was down around the pier so much of his time, that you wondered if he ever went home.’

      ‘Can you tell me about when you found him?’ Slim asked.

      ‘I hadn’t seen him all day,’ Reggie said. ‘I wasn’t so much worried, but he wasn’t the type to go off sick. Served in the Falklands, so he told me, though I can’t say if that was true or not. He might have been spinning me a yarn.’ Reggie sighed. ‘Anyways, I come looking, and I see him up there as always, curled up like he’s asleep. Only when I lean in to look, I see a big dark stain on his clothes, and I realise his eyes are wide open and staring at me. He was dead. I felt his wrist, and he’s cold, like he’s been there for hours.’

      ‘What did you do? Did you call for help?’

      ‘Like, it was about six o’clock and there weren’t many people about. Wind was getting up, which always keeps people at home. I went up the road to the phone box, called the police.’

      ‘How long were you gone?’

      ‘Oh, must have been thirty minutes. It’s a walk up there now they don’t have many around, plus I didn’t have no change. Had to ask in a couple of pubs before I got some.’ He shrugged. ‘Then it took a couple of goes to make the call. Me hands were shaking, see.’

      ‘And then you went back to wait?’

      ‘Yeah. I was gone about half an hour.’

      ‘And when you got back?’

      Reggie sighed again. ‘See, that’s the real mystery isn’t it? When I got back, he was gone.’
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      ‘I’ll just have a small bag of chips,’ Slim said to the man at the service window of the little shop at the entrance to the pier. Three p.m. and he wasn’t hungry, a sandwich and a coffee propping him up from earlier. The wind, though, was biting and cold, defying all but a handful of hardy tourists wandering up and down the pier.

      ‘You local?’ Slim asked the man as he scooped chips into a cardboard container. ‘And could you wrap those in newspaper if you have it?’ He smiled. ‘I have a penchant for the old days, the way they used to taste.’

      The man nodded. A bushy moustache lifted as he returned Slim’s smile.

      ‘Those are words I hear less and less,’ he said. ‘I’ll do you greaseproof on the outside in case the inspector comes past, yesterday’s news on the inside. I’ve got old coffee if you need some. It would be wrong to charge you for it.’

      ‘I’d pay extra for old,’ Slim said. ‘Ideally yesterday’s.’

      ‘Give me a sec. Right. Here you go. And to answer your question, kind of. Born here, moved away young, moved back old. This was my dad’s place. Mum ran off with a train conductor, then when in his turn, he ran off, she caught the train back, begged for a second chance. The old man was a mug; she gambled away two of his shops before she died, leaving just this one. I took it over when he got too old, but I’m getting that way myself now.’

      ‘This is going to sound like a line, but I work for the BBC. My name’s Mike Lewis.’

      The moustache tilted at one side. ‘Richard Hardberry. What can I help you with, Mr Lewis?’

      ‘I’m researching for a documentary on seaside performers. Traditional types. I hear there’s a Punch and Judy man around here. I know it’s early in the year, but I thought he might be wandering about somewhere.’

      ‘Ah, you must mean Bob Harker. He’s the only one I know of. Not seen him in a while but I heard he’s gone missing.’

      Slim tried to look surprised. ‘Is that right?’

      ‘Supposedly. Can’t say I know much about it. I saw a police car, though. Heard a commotion. The gossip usually reaches me eventually but I heard it was old Reggie Bowles who called it in, and without meaning to be rude,’ Richard leaned forward, glancing up and down the pier, then lowered his voice, ‘he’s a sandwich short of a picnic, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘This Reggie … he’s also local?’ Slim asked, deciding to play dumb for now.

      ‘I suppose so.’ Richard frowned, staring off into the distance as he wiped his hands on a dishcloth. ‘He’s definitely a local boy.’

      Slim remembered how Reggie had described Bob’s way of referring to him.

      ‘Does he live around here?’ he asked, casting out his line to see what he could catch.

      Richard leaned out of the booth window and pointed up the street.

      ‘Yeah, he sure does. I could write down his address but there wouldn’t be much point. He lives up there, number 124. The first floor window is his room, so I believe.’

      ‘The first floor…?’ Slim muttered, having wondered how someone as scruffy as Reggie Bowles could afford to live in one of the seafront properties he had seen advertised in local estate agents for sums in excess of half a million pounds.

      ‘Yes. I suppose you’d call it a residential care home.’

      ‘Reggie … he works near here?’

      Richard chuckled. ‘Oh no, not at all. He just thinks he does.’
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      Despite being put off by the unreliability of his only witness, Slim decided to brave the insufferable weather for a few more days, just to see if the lead went anywhere. Staying in a shabby, budget guesthouse a few streets from the beach, he had an ideal base while he pursued the truth in what Reggie Bowles had claimed.

      The wind was unrelenting as he walked the length of grey sand, close enough to the shoreline that it was dense and firm beneath his feet. The air smelled of salt and the cries of gulls were never far away. A dog barked. Someone nearby lifted his arm and a piece of driftwood spun through the air. The dog barked again, then raced in pursuit, paws pattering across wet sand, leaving a trail of footprints in its wake. Slim stood and watched for a moment, hands in his pockets, rubbing cold fingers against each other, then headed back to the promenade in search of hot coffee.

      Once ensconced in a café window seat out of the wind and the cold, a black coffee on the Formica tabletop in front of him, he called Donald Lane, an old friend from his Armed Forces days. Don, who had often helped Slim in the past, now ran an intelligence agency in London.

      ‘Slim? That you?’

      ‘It’s me, Don. How are you doing?’

      ‘Oh, the same, you know.’ Don gave a dry chuckle. ‘I read your book. I appreciate not being mentioned.’

      It was Slim’s turn to chuckle. ‘I had very little to do with it.’

      ‘Still shunning the limelight, then? With your track record, I don’t know why you don’t retire from detective work and do after-dinner speaking. I imagine the food’s a lot better than what you live on most of the time.’

      ‘You flatter me,’ Slim said. ‘I’d probably miss the work too much.’

      ‘What can I do for you today?’

      ‘I’m looking for the address of a man called Bob Harker. Maybe Robert? I tried the phone book but he wasn’t listed.’

      ‘No problem. Give me a rough area to work with and I’ll see what I can find.’

      ‘Sure.’

      Slim gave Don what few details he could and then hung up.

      After finishing his coffee, he wandered along the promenade until he came to a small tourist information kiosk. Little more than a booth, a young, bespectacled woman gave him a smile as he leaned into the kiosk window.

      ‘Sorry to bother you,’ he said, then gave a sheepish smile. ‘I’m a bit of a traditionalist. I was wondering if there’s anything like a Punch and Judy show on around here? Old school entertainment, if you like.’

      The woman frowned and shook her head. ‘Not that I know of,’ she said. ‘There’s an Odeon on Newton Street if you want something that kids might enjoy.’

      ‘No pop-up kind of theatre, anything like that?’

      ‘Well, there was a man who used to wander about on the beach near the pier. You could have a look, see if he’s still there. It might be a little early in the season for it, though.’

      ‘Okay, thanks.’

      She smiled again. ‘If you’re looking for something traditional, you could try the amusement arcade on the pier. It has those old-style one-armed bandits, things like that.’

      ‘Thanks, I might.’

      Slim headed off. He was beginning to get the impression that Bob Harker was some kind of freelancer, an old-fashioned travelling minstrel type rather than a paid council employee. Perhaps he had fallen foul of the wrong kind of people, maybe hawked his puppetry wares on someone else’s turf. Slim remembered reading an article on so-called ice cream van wars. He had considered it laughable until he met a man who’d been beaten up for plying his trade in the wrong part of town. Could such rivalry exist in the Punch and Judy world?

      Before getting too deeply into Bob Harker’s background, Slim decided to dig into the truth about Reggie’s claim a little more. He located a local library, logged onto a computer and did a search of local news reports. To his surprise, he found nothing listed on the websites of any of the local newspapers. However, the library held paper copies dating back just over a month. According to Reggie, he had found Bob’s unresponsive body on Friday, 12th April. Slim located the papers from the 13th through to the 15th, and took them to a booth to scan through the side columns for any brief mentions of the incident.

      He could find nothing at all that mentioned Bob Harker, but in a tiny corner column on page nine in one newspaper, the Southwest Morning News, he found the briefest of notes:

      
        
        A Mr Reggie Bowles, of No. 124 Pier View was arrested this morning accused of wasting police time. He was later released without charge.

      

      

      It was nothing, but it was the beginning of a trail. Slim went online, found a list of newspaper staff, and as was common these days, found that most had some kind of online presence. He sent a few messages, then left the library, wandering around for a while until he found a local café in which to wait.

      It didn’t take long. He was barely halfway through his first coffee when his old Nokia 6633 began to vibrate with an unknown number. Slim picked it up and pressed it to his ear.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Is that John Hardy?’

      ‘Speaking.’

      ‘Paul Williams, Southwest Morning News. I believe you sent me an enquiry about a police report?’
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      Paul Williams was a junior news desk reporter, dealing with the kind of low interest stories that newspapers used to fill gaps between major stories and ads. A church prize. A stolen bicycle. Vandalism of a park gate. A broken-down tractor blocking a road. He told Slim that he received a daily email from the police detailing minor events, but instead of the trail ending there, he was able to give Slim a contact name in the local police.

      An hour later, Slim found himself waiting near the entrance to the Grand Pier for Karen Tasker, a detective in the local police. While he had been expecting an officer in uniform to show up in an official car, he got something of a surprise when a woman walking a small Pomeranian dog hailed him as the dog nosed at the promenade wall.

      ‘Slim, is it?’

      ‘That’s what some people call me, yes.’

      She was about forty, shorter than him, still pretty but with a weathered look that he knew well. Police work aged people prematurely, the weight of what you saw like a leaking pipe, draining the years away. On a blustery afternoon, she had her hands stuffed into the pockets of a long coat that hung to her ankles, a woolly hat pressing shoulder-length light brown hair against her face.

      ‘The famous Slim Hardy. I never thought I’d see you in our neck of the woods. You’re at least two feet shorter than I expected.’

      ‘You flatter me, Detective.’

      ‘Please call me Karen. I’m off duty. No way I could be wasting police money on this. When I heard from you, I thought it was someone having a laugh.’

      ‘You’re still flattering me. To be honest, I’m not sure why I’m here, either. A man who might or might not be crazy accosted me at a book signing to insist I listen to a story about a dead man whose body had disappeared.’

      Karen nodded. ‘I was on the scene. I wish I could tell you that you’re at the start of something, but sadly I can’t. Reggie Bowles—the man who contacted you, I presume—is known to us. In layman’s terms, you could say he’s delusional, a fantasist. Sadly, a medicated one, not given the proper care. He shouldn’t be allowed out and about without supervision, but he’s not deemed a danger to the public so Social Services let it go.’

      ‘So what he claimed was just an invented story?’

      ‘I have no doubt that elements of it were true. He might well have seen his friend Bob Harker down there under the pier. What we’ve also established is that Bob Harker wasn’t dead; at some point he must have got up and gone home. A couple of junior officers were sent round to his address, where they made contact with Bob and confirmed that he was alive and well.’

      ‘So Reggie was mistaken?’

      ‘Yes. He was adamant that Bob Harker’s body had been removed; however, we’ve found that to not be the case.’

      ‘Why say it in the first place?’

      ‘As I said, he’s a fantasist.’

      ‘Reggie told me that the body was cold, that Bob’s eyes were open, that there was a dark stain on his clothes that suggested blood, maybe a stab wound of some kind.’

      Karen cocked her head. ‘If Reggie saw Bob at all, it’s worth remembering that Bob was a performer by trade. It could have been an act. By all accounts, Bob wasn’t the most mentally stable of people either.’

      ‘Did your officers have confirmation from Bob about that?’

      Karen shook her head. ‘They merely had to establish that he was alive and well.’

      ‘They spoke to him?’

      ‘According to their report, he refused to answer the door but spoke to them through it. They made a positive identification through the letterbox.’

      Even though Karen spoke as though the case were done and dusted, Slim couldn’t shake off a lingering suspicion that something was amiss. It sounded like shoddy police work, the kind undertaken by overworked officers with a pressing need to be somewhere else.

      ‘Would there be any objection if I paid Bob a visit myself?’

      ‘It’s a free country, Slim. None at all.’
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      It was a cold and windy day when Slim walked up Bolton Street on the town’s outskirts to Number 14, the house belonging to Bob Harker.

      Before he’d even reached the front gate, the evidence of neglect was everywhere: an unkempt, rubbish-strewn garden, tiles loose along the top of the wall, mouldy drapes pressed against dirty windows. Donald Lane had found him the address, and now, as Slim looked up and down the empty street, a couple of boarded-up houses and one wheel-less car giving a general impression of the neighbourhood, he wondered how a Punch and Judy man had ended up living here. Or, he considered, possibly dying.

      The house, with its peeling paint and grimy windows, looked abandoned. As Slim reached for the door handle he thought better of it, instead taking a cloth from his pocket.

      The handle turned, and the door, unlocked, gave a little before jamming on something lying inside. Slim’s nerves jangled, and he wondered if he had already found Bob, but there was no giveaway smell of decomposition, nothing in fact except the damp scent of wet paper. A further nudge confirmed his suspicion that the door was blocked by a considerable heap of unsorted post.

      Slim leaned on the door, trying to create a space large enough to slip inside. He had almost made it when he caught movement in the reflection from a downstairs window: someone in the street behind him.

      He turned, offering an apologetic grin to the woman standing in the middle of the street. Wild-haired and portly, she looked too old to be the mother of the infant she carried in her arms, unless age had been very unkind indeed. A blouse was missing a top button; a knee-length skirt left thick, veiny calves exposed. On her feet she wore a pair of fluffy pink slippers, although the toe of one was crusted with what could have been animal or child vomit.

      ‘I suppose you’re not trying to break in or you’d have gone round the back,’ she said in a rasping voice that suggested her obvious poverty still allowed enough money for cigarettes. ‘Not a relative, are you? Young enough to be Bob’s son, but he never had one, far as I know.’

      ‘I’m a friend of a friend,’ Slim said. ‘My friend is worried because he’s not seen Bob for some time. Since I said I would be passing, he asked me to stop by.’

      ‘He in there?’

      ‘I haven’t established that yet.’

      ‘Not seen him in a while, although the pigs were round the other night, knocking on the door.’

      Slim immediately labelled her as a local know-all.

      ‘Did he answer?’

      The woman gave the best shrug she could while straddled with an infant.

      ‘I suppose. They left soon after.’

      ‘You didn’t see him? They didn’t go inside?’

      ‘No. Not that I saw, but it’s not like I have all evening to be spying on the neighbours, you know.’

      Slim smiled. ‘Of course not. Listen. Would it be possible to leave you my number? I’d really like to know if Bob shows up.’

      ‘Sure.’ She somehow pulled an expensive smartphone out of her pocket without dropping either it or the child. Slim caught a glimpse of the child in her arms, along with two others of a similar age, on the phone’s lock screen before she opened it and scrolled to the phone book.

      Slim gave her his number, noticing the odd look she gave his ancient Nokia.

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Ah … Mike. Mike Lewis. I’m a BBC researcher. We’re planning a documentary about traditional seaside entertainment.’

      ‘I thought you were a friend of a friend?’

      Slim gave a sheepish shrug, both annoyed at himself for such an obvious slip up and aware at the same time that a little fallibility might make him more appealing to her.

      ‘I can’t keep anything from you, can I?’ he said. ‘I just heard Bob was a private man away from his work. If he knew I was coming, he might not answer the door.’

      The woman chuckled. ‘It’s like being part of a conspiracy.’

      Slim forced a smile. ‘Quite. I’d really like to know if you see him. Or indeed if anyone else shows up. We have a … budget for local assistance.’

      ‘Do you now? Well, I’ll be sure to keep an eye out.’

      ‘Thank you. Can I take your name?’

      ‘Cheryl Callow. C and C.’

      Slim wasn’t sure how else he might have spelled it, but he gave her a smile, thanked her again, then headed back to his car.

      At the end of the street, a couple of teenagers who didn’t look like the types to spend much time in school were standing a little too close to Slim’s car for his liking, but as they were about to walk away, he called out to them.

      ‘I’m looking for someone,’ he said. ‘Lives down there, number 14. He’s not been seen in a while.’ He pulled out his wallet, withdrew a couple of twenties, then held them out, along with a piece of card, blank other than his number, scrawled in black ink. You know anyone round here who might have anything to say, ask them to ring me. The name is Slim.’

      One of the boys snorted with laughter. The other just stared at Slim as he set the money and the card down on the pavement, then climbed into his car and drove away.
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      ‘Not seen him in a while, but you know, not the best weather for it.’ The man adjusted his company cap in the wind, as though to emphasise his point. Pier Cruises. A sturdy, rectangular boat bobbed in the swell, but with no one waiting to board, it looked unlikely there would be cruises happening in today’s challenging conditions. ‘Set up like he’s got, can’t be rewarding carrying it around when there’s no one about.’

      ‘Do you talk to him much?’

      The man shrugged. ‘I nod hello, you know, just to be polite. Maybe mention the weather. He’s not all that talkative.’

      ‘For an entertainer?’

      The man shook his head. ‘Bob’s a bit funny like. Do you know what I mean?’ The man scratched his beard, shifting from foot to foot as though trying to think of the right words. ‘Like, he’s a character.’ He shrugged again. ‘At least I think so. Like, all the time.’

      ‘So he’s not the easiest person to talk to?’

      ‘Well, I don’t know. But I’d prefer to not see him than see him, if you know what I mean.’

      ‘Is there anyone who might know him better?’

      The man frowned, and Slim waited for him to shake his head. Then, almost as though he was having a light-bulb moment, he looked up, eyes bright.

      ‘You could try the little theatre in the Grand Pier there. Being in the same industry, I’d hazard a guess they know of him at least.’

      ‘There’s a theatre inside the pier?’

      ‘Yes, in behind all the amusement arcades and the ice cream shops. Not all that big. Mostly just does local productions and the panto at Christmas.’

      ‘Thanks, I’ll go and have a word.’

      The wind buffeted him as he walked up the pier, causing him at times to hold onto the rail for support. To his surprise however, the Grand Pier was open, an old man in a duffel coat sat in a ticket booth waving away his offer to buy an entry ticket and pointing at the open gate.

      Inside, beneath a towering steel roof, the amusement area was a sensory overload of noise and colour: arcade games, immersive attractions and miniature fairground rides bumped shoulders in a cacophony of rattles and bleeps, with enough flickering lights to make Slim squint. He gave it all a distasteful scowl as he made his way through the maze of claw machine games, shoot-’em-up booths, dance simulators and others he had never seen before. At either side were stairs and lifts to a second floor where he found food vendors and shops bulging with tat and gaudy junk. He passed a children’s soft play area, a carousel, a hall of mirrors, a room of trampolines. Much of it was retro, threadbare. Stains on the heavily trodden floor showed where old machines had been replaced.

      He went up the stairs again to a balcony level. Luminous plastic chairs poorly matched with nearby tables crowded a viewing space; a café counter offered unappealing calorie-laden junk food. Slim glared at a peeling laminate of a chest-sized coffee cup and wished he’d brought a flask.

      To its saving grace, with the exception of a handful of staff wandering about or standing bored behind counters, the place was nearly empty. A group of foreign tourists sat around a table, their smiles more sarcastic than entertained. Three truanting schoolboys nudged a penny pusher machine with their knees, then scattered as an alarm fought to be heard over the background noise. An old man in a duffel coat turned pages in a newspaper that carried yesterday’s headlines.

      Slim found the theatre at the back of the pier building, nestled beneath steel girders beside a set of stairs leading to a ‘romantic view’ outdoor balcony. Remembering the wind, Slim doubted the promise would be seen through, so the padded door beneath a sign that read Argo’s Theatre of Wonders was a preferable choice.

      The door opened with a creak of leather padding and revealed a ticket counter inside a cramped reception, the walls adorned with peeling posters of old productions overlaying one another. The current show, a sea shanty tale of pirates, held a prominent position next to the ticket window. A portable popcorn machine that looked in need of a clean stood beside a rack of snacks and sweets. A drinks machine occupied a shelf behind the ticket booth
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