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      My husband, Jim, and I met when I was sweet sixteen and in high school, and from day one I’d fallen completely and utterly in love with him. Why wouldn’t I? Every girl wants to fall in love, and Jim was what young girl’s dreams were made of. Taller than me, with smooth tanned skin, and a muscular, slim body, he had twinkling gray eyes, thick brown hair, and a cheeky smile. On the first day of school in English class, when I glanced around the classroom to check out the talent, I spotted him immediately, sitting across the room from me. His eyes fastened on mine, which thrilled me, and I couldn’t stop looking at him from that moment. In fact, from that first mutual connection, I was a goner.

      During question time a few weeks later, I noticed he had a great sense of humor, yet was still polite as he challenged our English teacher Mrs. Smith on the scene in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, where Tom and Huckleberry Finn go to a graveyard at night with a dead cat. I loved English literature and the American classics, and was impressed that a jock would have a grasp of literature.

      Jim was intelligent, well-spoken, and nicely turned out. Popular with the girls at school, the boys respected him. He did as well in math and science as in English. He excelled at basketball, football, ice hockey, and any other sport he tried. I thought he was sophisticated, and even looking back, he was versed in things sixteen-year-olds rarely know or care about.

      I fell in love with him straight away and when he started paying attention to me, I thought I was the luckiest girl alive. I thought he felt the same way about me. Why wouldn’t I think that? I was inexperienced, so the small amount of attention he gave me felt enormous, and I assumed he loved me, and that after school he mooned around like I did, eagerly waiting for the next day to see me again.

      That’s why I fell into it all so fast. First it was flirting, then holding hands and kissing. When Jim got his driver’s license and bought a beat-up car at seventeen, our relationship moved up to another level. We’d make out in the back seat of his vehicle, and because we did it so often, I thought we were in love. My body and emotions clamored for more, and when we consummated our relationship, it was a natural progression of our feelings for each other. In my mind, we were the modern-day Romeo and Juliet, but I knew our love story wouldn’t end tragically.

      And it didn’t. We’ve been together for years.

      Looking back, I suspect the reason Jim and I stayed together is that we had a birth-control failure when I was eighteen. I’ll never forget waiting for my period to come, see-sawing between fear and elation. Fear of having to tell my parents that I was pregnant, and elation at the thought of having Jim’s baby. And then, when I did the home pregnancy test—three times, with conclusive results—it took me another few weeks to tell my mother. There was no way I was going to talk to my father about it. He was old-fashioned, opinionated, and I was a little scared of him.

      Also, a little scared of what he’d do to Jim. Okay, a lot scared of what he’d do to Jim.

      It wasn’t the days when you’d rush off to get an abortion, and even if it were, my parents would never have agreed to that. My parents were right-wing Catholics and nothing could be worse to them than their daughter getting pregnant. We might have been a poor family, but my parents were God-fearing and proud. I tried to hide the pregnancy at first, but my mother noticed I was putting on weight and I admitted everything.

      My mother, a transplant to New Orleans from New York, where she met my father when he was there for a weekend break, was a little less uptight than my father, but not by much. Mom always thought she and I were the best of friends, but we were constantly bickering and we had nothing in common.

      She showed this by telling my father immediately, even though I begged her not to. I still remember my emotions clearly as I listened to that conversation from my tiny bedroom upstairs, cowering in fear in case my father stomped upstairs to confront me. But he didn’t, thanks to my mother’s pleading. She couldn’t stop him, though, from marching off to Jim’s folks, four blocks away from our house.

      Meanwhile, fear, elation, embarrassment and defiance pumped through my veins, as I waited for the showdown I knew would come.

      After Dad got home, he called for mom. Again I crept onto the landing, to hear my parents arguing about the confrontation at Jim’s place.

      “His father didn’t want to know about it at first. The bastard suggested it might not be Jim.”

      “Who else would it be?”

      “That’s what I said to him.”

      “Can we send her away until she has the baby?” my mother suggested. “She can put the child up for adoption.”

      I’d placed my hand on my stomach protectively because I already loved the little life growing in there. There was no way I was going to give up Jim’s baby, and I was glad my parents were so right-wing they wouldn’t consider letting me end the pregnancy.

      “No. She’s not going away.” My Dad’s voice carried upstairs easily. “She’s staying here, and she’s going to hold her head high. Delaneys don’t run off.”

      “But she’s not a⁠—”

      The conversation stopped and someone got up and slammed the door shut. I shimmied down a step or two, straining to hear what was being said.

      “Anyway, how’s she going to hold her head high?” my mother asked. “When she’s pregnant, out of marriage?”

      “I told Jim’s father that his asshole of a son can marry her. Damn, I need a beer.” I pulled back against the wall as I heard my father get up and open the living room door, but he didn’t look up the stairway, instead stomping to the kitchen and opening the fridge. A moment later, he went back in to join my mom and the discussion started up again. “It’s all agreed. They’ll get married in two weeks’ time.”

      “Is this the right thing for Diana?” my mother asked. “She’s so young and has her whole life ahead of her. There won’t be many opportunities with a baby. She won’t be able to go to college, have a career, or do any of the other things we wanted for her.”

      “I don’t give a fuck,” my father yelled. “If she hadn’t got herself into this predicament, the world would be at her feet, with her looks and intelligence. She’s made her bed, and she can lie in it, stuck with that idiot for life. As for Jim, he’s lucky I’m not beating the crap out of him.”

      I listened to the conversation a bit more. Jim met with his father and mine, and it turned out, to the relief of everyone, that Jim wanted to do the right thing. He agreed straight away to marry me, and I was deliriously happy when I heard that, because more than anything, I wanted to be with him for the rest of my life. I’d fantasized about it since that first grin he gave me in English class.

      I crept back to my room, and to my relief, there was no meeting with my parents. Everything had been decided—with no input from me—and I kept a low profile for the next two weeks. Once Jim and I married, it would appease my father. It didn’t matter if he wasn’t placated, because I was starting a new life with the man I loved.

      The result of all this was that Jim stuck by me, the woman he accidentally impregnated, for all of nineteen years, give or take.

      

      The baby I’d had, Kenna, was our only child, and heading towards her own last year at high school. With her strawberry blonde hair, pretty pale skin and green eyes, she was the joy and light of both Jim’s and my life. From the time she was a little girl, we spoiled her rotten, but it never showed in her attitude or demeanor. She was kind, placid, and liked to please others, often hugging us and telling us how much she loved Mommy and Daddy. Even as she grew, her affectionate streak continued, and every time I looked at my daughter, I nearly burst with happiness. Jim and I would have dearly loved another child—and it was my biggest regret that I hadn’t fallen pregnant again despite trying—but I knew I had the best kid anyone could have wished for.

      We were the tight three, Jim and Kenna and I. We doted on each other and our little family, working hard at our own roles and cherishing the life we’d built together. Jim was successful in his career. I loved my part-time role that took me out of the house, although Jim often grumbled we didn’t need the money with his job, and the house was going to pieces.

      Kenna was a smart girl, doing well at school, and so it wasn’t a surprise when in June she’d decided she wanted to go to college the following year.

      “Where do you want to go, sweetie?” I asked her, expecting her to stay in New Orleans.

      “I’d like to go north. I’ve chosen a couple of colleges I’d like to look at.”

      Although my heart hurt a little when she told me this news, I was also happy that she could enjoy what I hadn’t been able to.

      Not that I would have changed anything, but now and again in the recesses of my mind, I wondered what my life would have been if I hadn’t married Jim. Not that I didn’t love him—of course I did—but he was a little more like our parents than I expected him to be. His beliefs about marriage and the wife’s role in that union were old-fashioned, and I’d been the one to do everything, from looking after Kenna and our house, to doing Jim’s washing and ironing, and having his dinner on the table every night when he came home. He expected his home to be perfect, and why wouldn’t he?

      He worked hard to buy us a place in the upscale suburb of Belle Chasse, and he wanted everything just so. He worked hard at his job as a luxury car salesperson, and it was the least he deserved. As a housewife, Jim said, I had the time to keep the place perfect, and I knew he was right, although being a housewife wasn’t as easy as he thought it was.

      “A couple of states…I thought we could go on a road trip and look at them,” said Kenna, interrupting my thoughts. “The three of us. It will do Dad good to get away. He’s working some long hours.”

      “I know. He’s stressed too.” Jim had been cranky of late and I thought getting away would be perfect to give us both the opportunity to have some input into Kenna’s decision.

      But when I suggested the time away to Jim, he declined, because he was too busy with his work as a car salesman, a profession he was super successful at. So the road trip that Kenna and I took ended up being our last big mother daughter experience. We traveled through Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, and into North Carolina. And I had to admit, all the colleges Kenna had shortlisted were terrific campuses in charming, safe towns and cities where I saw her thriving. We had fun that week, laughing and bonding over this special time together, and I loved every moment.

      I have to admit, though, my heart ached when she made her final decision, when I considered how far from home she’d be, and how much I’d miss her. She chose to go to North Carolina State University in Raleigh. It was a twelve-hour drive from our home, if you were driving straight without a stop, pushing the speed limit. I wanted to find her somewhere closer, but this college specialized in vet science, and its College of Veterinary Medicine was the best in the country. If vet science was what Kenna wanted to do, the least Jim and I could do was make it possible for her. Jim commented it was an odd choice for her given she’d never had a pet, but I didn’t point out the obvious, which was that he’d never let her have one.

      I didn’t worry too much about how Jim was faring in my absence. A quiet man with a shortage of friends now that he’d left his teens well behind, he had no hobbies, no longer played sports and was a little pudgy, and spent too many hours at work. Because he worked late nights, he was a dab hand at warming up the casserole I’d left in the microwave. We didn’t have a dog that needed walking, nor a cat, and I didn’t care that Jim wouldn’t do housework or probably even make the bed. It would all keep until I got back.

      Kenna and I were only away for a week—in which I enjoyed my daughter’s company, but missed my husband’s—and anyway, my best friend promised if anything came up in my absence, she’d be there to help Jim out.

      It seemed that Jim hadn’t missed me as much as I’d missed him. We’d arrived home late on a Sunday and Jim had been asleep. He rolled over and muttered at me, gave me a quick kiss, and then rolled back and started snoring again. That was okay by me, because after the long drive, I didn’t feel like sex. As if…when I thought about it, I wasn’t sure when the last time was that we actually did the dirty deed. So I put a nightie on, brushed my teeth, and climbed into bed beside him. I would have liked to have read for a short while, but Jim always complained the light disturbed him.

      When I woke the next morning, Jim had already left for work. He’d coped fine without me, because as I bustled around the house, I noticed everything was spick and span. The kitchen was tidy, and there were no dishes in the sink. The bathroom and bedroom were immaculate. Even the living room was perfect, with the cushions on the sofa plumped, and the TV remote just so.

      I smiled: I loved that my man had left everything so welcoming for me. It was yet another reason for me to feel smug about my perfect life.

      As well as all my other blessings, I had the best man in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      As I drove through the streets of suburban New Orleans, on a cold but sunny morning at the beginning of February, I considered how lucky I was with my middle-class life. Our pretty house in Belle Chasse was smaller than most in the area, but it was homely and comfortable, and plenty big enough for the three of us. The neighborhood was upscale, on the west bank of the Mississippi River, not too far from the city to drive in and enjoy all that New Orleans offered. These days Jim and I never went into the city, but in earlier days we used to enjoy nights out on Bourbon Street, especially when Jim entertained big-spending clients of the dealership. Belle Chasse was also far enough from town so that families could enjoy a quiet life with peace and privacy. Our house was what I’d always dreamed of when I’d been growing up as a child, and then later after Jim and I married and lived in a succession of modest homes in less affluent neighborhoods.

      The house was a gray clapboard bungalow with white trim, with a shiny black front door with a brass bell and glass panels, and a wrap-around porch, which was perfect for sitting on in both summer and winter weather. The house was on a corner lot, making it ideal for watching passing foot traffic. It had a small but perfectly manicured garden, with a center path leading to the front door, white roses, and a tightly trimmed hedge separating it from the sidewalk. At the back was a tiny yard with enough space for a little girl and no pets. Although I loved the house when we’d bought it, I’d suggested a bigger yard because I knew Kenna wanted a dog, but Jim said we didn’t have time to look after grass.

      He didn’t have the time, because he spent all his hours away from work surfing TV channels, but I would happily have done it for Kenna and a dog. Jim said he was allergic to animals, but the fact was, he was allergic to walking, and doing the myriad of other things that dogs needed, like feeding.

      I worked in the local elementary school, which was close enough for me to walk to work, but usually I drove. I wasn’t a teacher myself, but I’d had aspirations to be one before leaving school earlier than I’d wanted to. Because I had no training, I’d been fortunate to secure a role as the office administrator at the school Kenna had attended when she was younger, and I absolutely loved my part-time job. The school office was always busy with both teachers and students rushing back and forth, wanting things, checking in on something, or dropping by to say hello and chat. My best friend Lola was a teacher at the school, and I had another few close friends on staff. I enjoyed the respect I got from doing my job well.

      Even though I loved my job and my home life, I wanted more from the next twenty years of my life, but for the moment, my job suited me. Working at the school gave me security, an outlet, and my own money while I figured out the ins and outs of setting up a business that had been brewing in my mind, a business that drew on my interests and talents.

      My whole life suited me. It was the life I’d dreamed of when I was younger, living in the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans in the eastern part of the city. It was an area downriver of the Industrial Canal, and it was a poorer, low-income area, with rundown neighborhoods and houses that were so close together that you could almost hear conversations in the houses on either side. The house I grew up in was small, as were all the surrounding houses, but people in the neighborhood were happy. I had a fondness for my old stomping ground, and it saddened me beyond belief when Hurricane Katrina decimated it. Everyone in the hood knew each other and would help each other out, and as a child, I played in the street with the other kids on my block. I had a happy childhood there, but as a teenager I cared more about appearances and social mobility, and when I fell in love with Jim in later years, I knew that, like me, he wanted more for his life. We’d achieved that together, and hardly a day went by when I didn’t stop to appreciate what I had.

      It could all have been so different. As a woman, you don’t stop to consider that so much of what you end up with in life is determined by who you fall in love with.

      I parked my minivan in my designated spot and walked through the lot and into the central corridor of the sprawling school where I worked. The entrance was utilitarian, with its spartan glass and iron door, and brick walls. But once inside, I felt like I was home. Many of the kids greeted me as I walked to my office, as did teachers and the principal. In my spacious office, I logged on to my computer, checked emails and phone messages, which were about sick kids and other attendance issues. This was my first task every day, but there were a host of other things to do. I welcomed visitors to the school, monitored school supplies, kept financial records up to date, drafted letters, photocopied, and liaised with the Department of Education about school statistics. I was the jack of all things school related, and master of none without a teacher’s degree. What pleased me was that, for the kids, I held the same sway as the teachers, and they usually obeyed me.

      The morning flew by, and at lunchtime, Kenna walked into the office. She was at the local high school, not far down the road, where she was President of the Student Council.

      “Hello darling, what are you doing here?” I asked. I hadn’t expected her, but her glowing skin and sparkling green eyes assured me that all was well in her world. “You left early this morning. Did Dad drive you to school?”

      “Yes. I wanted to get in early today. Remember I told you about the Valentine’s Day dance, Mom?” Pleasure washed over me when I saw how her face lit up. She was only a little older than I was when I met Jim, and I hoped she’d fall in love and have the same fairy tale we’d had. “I need your help.”

      “Help with what, sweetie?”

      “I want your opinion on a load of stuff.”

      Did she want to tell me about a boy? Did she need some advice? If it was anything like what I’d gone through at her age, I wouldn’t want to hear it. “What sort of stuff?”

      “Decorations, mainly.”

      Thank God for that. “I’m flattered,” I said, letting out a breath. I heard so many of my friends complaining that their kids didn’t need them, and I was glad I wasn’t one of those moms.

      “You’re the one that’s the party queen,” she said.

      She was right. I had a reputation for being the best party planner around, with my friends constantly asking me to organize things for them. I’d done it since Kenna was young, starting with her own birthday parties, which were so much fun the kids didn’t want to leave. I’d also done Christmas parties, Halloween events, and Easter egg hunts. In the past year, I did a couple of parties for adults as well, including a housewarming and a Fourth of July barbecue. Word of mouth had gotten around and I was busy.

      I had an idea a while back and it was growing on me. Since I had no luck over the years convincing Jim to have more children, I was hoping to persuade him to fund my new business—event planning. It was silly not to because this was the one thing I’d always been so good at. I knew I could do so much more: bridal and baby showers, and engagement parties. Really, the list was endless and whatever someone wanted, I could do. I knew how to cook, how to dress a house, how to organize invites, costumes, music, and everything else that made for a good event.

      “Thank you, darling. I’d love to help you with them. Show me what you’ve come up with already.”

      Kenna pulled out a bunch of things from her satchel and plonked them on a table. Then she pulled out her phone and scrolled through, showing me photos. I frowned at them, tapped the phone at one or two things, and soon we had everything picked out that she needed for the Valentine’s dance.

      She was just about to leave when the door opened and shut, and heels clacked in the vestibule behind me. “Morning, Diana,” a cheery voice called out. I turned around to see Lola coming in to check her mailbox in the office while her students were in the art class she took in the mornings.

      “You haven’t got a quarter for the vending machine, have you?” Lola pronounced the name of the coin ‘quartah’ in her soft New Orleans accent. “I need something sweet and don’t have any coins in my purse.”

      Kenna raised her eyebrows at me and gestured towards Lola’s stomach. I put my fingers to my lips, gesturing for her not to say anything directly to Lola, because as yet she hadn’t announced that she was pregnant. Of course it was obvious from the way she waddled, with her belly moving like the prow of a ship in front of her, that she was with child, but I thought it was more polite to wait to be told.

      Kenna and Lola hugged each other, but Kenna made odd faces at me over Lola’s shoulder. My daughter had never really taken to my friend, always suspicious of her saccharine sweet niceness and telling me Lola was insincere.

      “You look well, Lola,” Kenna said. “Have you got everything at the house finished now?”

      There was an edge to Kenna’s voice. Lola was always having Jim over to her place to do DIY for her, and the night before he’d been over there, fixing a washer on her bathroom tap. “You know there are fix-it men, right? I don’t know why you always want my dad to help you out. He’s completely hopeless at stuff like that. He’s a car salesman, for heaven’s sake.”

      Lola shook her head imperceptibly. “Yes, Kenna, I understand, honey, but he doesn’t charge me. That’s an enormous advantage, isn’t it? Anyway, your mom doesn’t mind, and neither does your dad. It makes him feel important.” With a little wave of her fingers, Lola took the quarter I held out and left to go back to her classroom.

      I sighed because I hated that Kenna didn’t trust Lola and needled her whenever she saw her.

      “Please, be nice to her, darling. Lola is forty, single, and having a baby on her own. It’s not an enviable position to be in, and she doesn’t need you—or anyone else—to give her a hard time about anything. Her hormones will be all over the place and even a minor upset like that could completely ruin her whole day. Anyway, it’s not like you to be unkind.”

      Kenna brushed my criticism aside. “Who’s the father of her baby? It’s not her ex husband, is it?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. She hasn’t told me.”

      “Don’t you think that’s a bit strange, Mom? She’s supposed to be your best friend, and besties always tell each other their secrets. Has she been seeing someone? You’ve never mentioned that she’s in a relationship.”

      “You don’t have to be in a relationship to have a baby, right? Anyway, no, I don’t know. I’ve never asked her. I thought it would be rude to ask. The guy could be a one-night stand. It could be someone she doesn’t like all that much. Maybe she just wanted a baby, and she chose someone she thinks has a good gene pool.”

      Kenna looked thoughtful, and I could see she wanted to ask something else, but I frowned at her, effectively silencing her. However, she had one more question.

      “Are you going to give her a baby shower?”

      A few months before, when I’d seen Lola’s bulging belly under her ugly reindeer sweater before Christmas, I’d begged her to let me throw her the best baby shower ever.

      “Please let me do it,” I’d pleaded. “I can either surprise you with the decorations, or you can help choose things. Colors…pink, blue, or pale green. Matching balloons. Lovely cakes, pastries, finger savories. A little champagne, even though I know you can’t drink it. Tasteful games…trust me, please, this is going to be the most memorable day for you.”

      “That’s so nice of you, Diana,” Lola had said, “but totally unnecessary. I really don’t need to have one. I’m too long in the tooth for a fuss.”

      My friend’s response had hurt and surprised me at the time. Was it her hormones making her churlish? Or was it that she didn’t want questions about the father of her baby? I couldn’t decide, so I put the idea out of my mind.

      But whatever the reason, I couldn’t let the occasion go unmarked, and now that Kenna suggested it again, I knew I had to surprise Lola. This was her first—and very likely only—child, and I knew that later on she’d regret not having celebrated the baby at that early stage.

      “When I suggested it a while back, she didn’t want one,” I told Kenna. “In fact, she was a little off about it.”

      “I guess maybe not everyone likes parties. Or maybe she was having a bad day when you asked her.”

      “Maybe… You know what? I think I will plan one.”

      “I’m not sure, Mom. If she said she didn’t want one, you might have to respect that.”

      “No. I’m going to do it. It will be a wonderful surprise for her.”

      I had no idea how surprising the baby shower would be, and how wise my daughter was.
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      I was tired and grumpy after a trying day at work. A ton of files had been put in the wrong place by a temp the agency sent to help me out some weeks back, and that had caused innumerable delays and mix-ups. Tempers had been frayed, not by me but by a senior teacher who tried to blame it on me. Being the office administrator meant that I had to be efficient, diplomatic, and a troubleshooter all in one. I didn’t have a second to myself all day and although I loved it I always went home fatigued. Nonetheless, I swung by the high school and picked Kenna up as arranged. She was leaning against the gates as I arrived, her strawberry blonde hair shining in the early evening sun, her face alive with the joys of being young and having life stretching out in front of her. In the car, she continued nattering on about the Valentine’s Day dance and I smiled to myself, wondering, not for the first time that day, whether some boy had taken her fancy. She reminded me so much of myself at that age, except that she was a ton smarter than I had been.

      “How was your day, Mom?” she asked me.

      “Every day’s the same as the one before.” I grinned. “Apart from the dramas with the students, which keep things lively. And what about you, darling? You seem really excited about this dance. Is there a special reason? Maybe someone you like?”

      Kenna shook her head. “It doesn’t have to be all about boys, doesn’t it, Mom? Most of the other girls at school talk about nothing else, but I’m just enjoying my freedom. I don’t want to get tied down. And I’m so looking forward to going away to college next year. Especially since narrowing down places after our road trip. That was fun, wasn’t it?”

      I nodded, wishing she wasn’t going away. Life was going to be so different next year, and I wasn’t sure I relished the idea. Sure, there was the possibility of starting my event planning business, which I could get excited about if Jim was in agreement, and Jim and I would have more time alone. But Kenna was my beating heart, and I couldn't imagine day-to-day life without her.

      “You haven’t reconsidered about North Carolina and vet school, have you?” I asked hopefully.

      I could feel her eyes on me even before I turned my head. When I did, her expression answered the question for me. “I’m sorry I’m going so far away, Mom, but you’ll be fine. You’ve got Dad.”

      Five minutes later, we pulled up into the driveway of our house. Kenna hopped out, but I took a few minutes more than her, shuffling around in the glove box for a car magazine I’d left in there a few days earlier. I’d found it in the school corridor, and shoved it in the car for Jim. Once I found it I locked the car door, and walked through the garage and the laundry into the kitchen. Jim was there, looking harried, and hardly made eye contact with me.

      As always, my eyes swept around my kitchen with pleasure. When we bought the house, the kitchen and bathroom had needed renovating, and they’d only been done three years before. A dark oak floor anchored white shaker-style cabinets, a farmhouse sink, and black marble countertops. The walls were taupe, the trim white, and tall metal chairs underpinned the large island, with its hanging pendant lights. Perfect for entertaining, the kitchen was immaculate, apart from the crumbs and opened package of cheese on the counter.

      “This is for you,” I said, shoving the magazine at Jim. “You’re not going out, are you?” I sighed even before he answered, because I could tell he was.  He only made a sandwich when he wasn’t going to be around for dinner.

      “Yes. I’m just going out for a little while. Lola’s washing machine’s not working properly.”

      Damn. So much for him helping me make dinner and maybe even giving me a nice foot rub afterwards. I thought back to the comments Kenna made that morning. Although I was proud I had a husband who was happy to help my friends, sometimes I wished he’d be a bit more selfish and put his family first. Jim worked long enough hours that we hardly saw him, but I couldn’t complain because his efforts meant we could live in the neighborhood we did.

      However, Kenna’s insinuations were silly, I thought, as I looked Jim over dispassionately. Although he’d been a jock in his youth, now he was a little bit pudgy around the edges. His arms and legs were firm, but he was carrying a few pounds around his middle. His chin wasn’t as finely chiseled as it used to be, and the thick, lustrous brown hair that I’d loved to pull my fingers through when I was younger was now thinning and receding at the forehead. His face was soft and crossed with lines, not deep ones, but ones that showed the pressure and stresses of everyday life when you’re nearing forty.

      It was ludicrous to think any other woman would be interested in Jim, for anything except the sort of things Lola was: changing washers, putting up bookshelves, moving furniture, and a thousand other things she couldn’t or didn’t want to do herself.

      I felt sorry for Lola. Her husband Mike had recently left her and here she was about to shoulder the burden of single motherhood on her own, while pushing forty. I’d been surprised when she rang me hysterical early one evening and told me that Mike had come home from his job as an insurance agent, told her he was leaving for a colleague, packed a bag, and left. They’d always seemed so solid, but I wondered if the marriage was as sound as it appeared on the surface. Now and again Lola would come in to work with shadowed eyes and a brittle smile, but she never confided in me whether it was from sleepless nights, or something more. What I do know is she struggled to adjust after Mike left, and Jim helped her with the practical stuff Mike would have done, while I provided emotional first aid for weeks after he’d gone, listening to her as she sat on the corner of my desk between her art or English classes, and taking her late-night phone calls. I didn’t mind, although Jim grumbled when she called late at night. I told him not to be uncharitable, and I knew Lola would have done the same for me if the roles were reversed.

      Whether or not Lola’s baby was Mike’s, I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. I was just glad Jim and I had Kenna early, and all the hard days and nights of caring for an infant were long behind us. But at least I’d be able to help Lola with practical advice, and babysitting duty when it all got too much for her and she needed a break.

      I walked over to Jim, put my arms around him, and gave him a kiss on the lips. “Okay, honey. Hurry back.”

      He pecked me back, gave me a quick squeeze and then disappeared from the kitchen. A moment later I heard the sound of the garage door opening and then his car starting up.

      “You know Dad probably can’t even find our washer, right? Like the only time he goes to the laundry is when he’s walking through to the garage.” Kenna shook her head in exasperation. “Lola really needs to stop leaning on him. It’s silly eating into our family time, and anyway, she needs to start being a bit more independent. She needs to be with a baby coming along. Is she going to call on Dad to change her baby’s diapers?”

      I shot Kenna a look, but I was too tired to argue with her. She’d never been too keen on my best friend, but lately she’d been downright antagonistic towards her, and her exchanges with her bordered on rudeness. I couldn’t figure out why, as Kenna was usually polite to everyone. Maybe it was because she was going off to college soon and in the few weeks that she had remaining at home, she wanted her little family intact around her, with no interruptions or distractions.

      “Okay, so now your dad’s gone I want to talk to you about something,” I said.

      “Yeah, we’re safe now. We won’t see dad for hours.”

      Kenna walked over to the pantry and rifled around for a few minutes. When she came out she had a pack of her favorite chocolate chip cookies in her hand. I’d been buying them since she was a little girl, and every time I put a pack in my supermarket trolley I had an image of her chubby toddler face, wreathed in smiles, her cheeks red and covered in chocolate. She sat down on the couch, opened the pack, and offered the first one to me, but I shook my head.

      “I’ve got a surprise for your dad.”

      “You’re not pregnant as well, are you?” She laughed at her own joke between mouthfuls of the cookie.

      “Don’t be so silly. I found the perfect place to take your dad for Valentine’s Day weekend. It’s on the lake, not too far from New Orleans. It’s a beautiful spot with crystal blue waters, fringed by forest.”

      “Camping?” she asked, taking another cookie.

      “There’s a couple of cute little cottages there…although some people do camp.”

      Kenna laughed. “I can’t see you and Dad camping. Maybe you…but not Dad. He’s just not practical, which makes it all the stranger that he’s fixing Lola’s washer.” She stared into space for a moment, and I wasn’t sure if she was savoring the cookie, or thinking about Jim fixing things. “What is there to do at the lake?”

      “Obviously, tons of outdoor stuff. Water sports is one of the main attractions, but that’s probably more of a summer thing. They’ve got kayaks and little dinghies and paddle boards. There’s tons of walking trails around the lake, which will be good at this time of the year. And then of course there’s all the natural wildlife.”

      Kenna swiveled around on the couch, so that her long lithe legs were hanging over the arms. Jim always told her off for sitting like that, saying it wasn’t ladylike, but I didn’t mind.

      “Hopefully there are no bears or wolves.”

      “I don’t think we have wolves in Louisiana, do we?”

      “Don’t know about that.” She got out her cellphone and tapped something into it. “There used to be red wolves in the state, but they’re rare now, and not in the woods. No other wolves, so you’ll be safe.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      After demolishing half the pack of cookies, Kenna folded the packaging carefully back around them. “Anyway, are you sure you can pull Dad away for the whole weekend?”

      I thought about that for a moment, or I revisited what I’d already thought about it. “I don’t know whether I’m going to have to tell him about it, or even talk to his boss. Because yes, I am worried about him being away for the whole weekend, as that’s prime time for people buying cars. You know what a workaholic your father’s become. I’ll have to figure it out over the next couple of days. Anyway, I also wanted to know that you’ll be okay with us gone? Shall I ring your grandmother and get her to come and stay?” I was referring to my mother, who still lived with my father in the house I’d grown up in.

      “Of course I’ll be okay. No, I don’t need Grandma Delaney. But I promise I’ll call her if anything happens. Seriously Mom, you don’t need to worry about me. Remember, I’m going away to college soon, so think of this as practice of being by myself.”

      “Mothers always worry.” I said it lightly, but the words were true.

      “Although I won’t be alone,” Kenna said, as an afterthought. “I’m going to be busy with the dance all weekend and I thought I’d stay at Jaimie’s house. I can get ready with her and then stay after the dance. It will be fun.”

      Jaimie had been Kenna’s friend since she was ten and we moved into the neighborhood. The girls were in the same classes all through school, and like Kenna, Jaimie was going to college the following year. Unlike Kenna, though, she was staying local at the University of New Orleans, much to the relief of her mother, Carole, who had become a friend of mine. Jaimie was as dark as Kenna was fair, with olive skin, a cloud of corkscrew dark hair, brown eyes and full lips. The boys loved her, and she loved them, but despite this, I trusted that she wouldn’t lead Kenna astray. Kenna was on the shy side, and sensible—too much so I sometimes thought—and Jaimie brought her out of herself. I wanted Kenna to enjoy being young, as it was gone too fast.

      I remembered back to the days when I was in high school and going out with my friends. I hadn’t done that too much before I’d gotten pregnant with my daughter. But I did remember the excitement of talking to my bestie about what happened that evening.

      “I bet you girls will be up half the night talking. And I’ll be excited to catch up when we get back from the lake and hear all about the dance.”

      I glanced at the clock, thinking about dinner. It was a little late to cook from scratch, so I grabbed a frozen lasagna and put it in the microwave while Kenna threw together a simple salad. We ate dinner sitting in front of the TV, and like I’d done so many times before, I left Jim’s meal in the microwave, for him to help himself to when he came home. Now and again I wondered whether Lola fed him out of politeness when he was round there fixing things for her. Surely she did?

      Two hours later, Kenna went up to bed, and I wasn’t long behind her. As I got into the cold sheets and pulled the blanket over me, I wondered where Jim was at.

      He must be really having a helluva time with that washer to be out so late.
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      I planned Lola’s surprise shower for the weekend before Valentine’s Day. I’d told Jim about our romantic weekend getaway, and although he hadn’t acted too enthusiastic about it, I was determined nothing was going to ruin that, so I needed to have Lola’s baby shower the week before.

      I’d kept the shower a secret from everyone until I sent out the last-minute invites only a week before. I was scared that one of the teachers, our mutual friends, or Jim would give the game away, and I wanted this to be the biggest surprise Lola had enjoyed for ages. She deserved it, and so I chose the colors, the decorations, the food, the party bags, and the guest list with the utmost care. I ran everything by Kenna, but I could tell it was secondary to her Valentine’s dance, by the way she rolled her eyes each time I brought it up.

      There was only one problem. I needed a pretext to get Lola out of her house, and nothing I did worked. I got one of the teachers at school to invite her out shopping. She declined. I asked a mutual friend to invite her around for lunch. She declined that as well. I even asked the principal to summon her into school on the day, but that didn’t work either.

      She was determined to be awkward and stay at home on the Saturday I’d invited everyone around. So the day before the shower I had no choice but to let her know I’d planned it. I broached the subject with her in the school office.

      “I told you I didn’t want one,” she said. “Cancel it, please.”

      “I can’t do that, Lola. It’s tomorrow. Everyone will be so disappointed, and most of them have bought gifts for the baby.”

      “I suppose I don’t have any choice, then, do I?”

      She stomped back to her classroom, leaving me wondering if I should cancel it. But I knew how rampant a pregnant woman’s hormones are, so I didn’t and I was left to hope she’d be in a more gracious mood the next day.

      I arrived early on the day of the shower, to decorate everything at Lola’s place. Although she was only five minutes away from our place by car, the neighborhood she lived in, and her house, were much more modest than ours. It was surprising, because her ex husband Mike was an insurance agent, and she was always bragging about how much money he made. And as a teacher I imagined that Lola might earn more than me, although I knew teacher’s salaries were nothing to show off about. But her and her ex weren’t flashy as Jim was. His profession as a luxury car salesman made him very image conscious, and for my part, I was happy to live in the affluent neighborhood where we’d bought our own home.

      I parked in the street, walked up Lola’s well-tended path and knocked on the front door. Lola opened it to me looking harried, and I followed her into the living room, with its faded sofas, mismatched side tables, and worn carpet. I glanced around: she hadn’t even bothered hoovering or dusting, and it was less than an hour before everyone arrived. A flicker of annoyance pricked me but I pushed it aside as I knew her lackadaisical housekeeping wasn’t deliberate. Poor Lola would be exhausted in this late stage of her pregnancy.

      “Come and help me get the stuff out of the car,” I said. “Then you can leave me to it.”

      She followed me outside without commenting. We walked back to the car and got out the trays of food, the decorations, the decorative banner, and the party bags and favors, then brought everything inside. Then I took my coat off, pushed my sleeves back and went to the hall cupboard where she kept her Hoover.

      “I better get changed.” Lola disappeared into her bedroom, leaving me without a word of thanks.

      After giving the place a quick going over, I went back to the kitchen, checked the food and drink, and then tried to decide where to put the gift table. I was using a small round table from her hall, but it didn’t fit well anywhere.

      “Lola, I don’t know where to put the gift table,” I yelled. I dragged it across to the other side of the room. “Do you think it would be good by the front window?”

      She didn’t answer. I tapped my fingers impatiently on the tabletop. Why did she always take so long to get ready?

      I knew the answer to that. Unlike me, who threw on the first thing that came to hand, and hardly wore any makeup, Lola took extraordinary pride in her appearance. With her blonde hair, blue eyes, and peachy skin, she was a Southern belle, who had a tendency to wear more makeup than she needed. She wore foundation every day, with eyeshadow, eyeliner, and mascara. She drew her lips on and filled them in with bright pink or red gloss, and her nail color always matched her lipstick. She was tall and slim—when she wasn’t pregnant—and wore exquisite clothes with flair and panache. Teachers at elementary schools didn’t tend to dress up, but Lola wore expensively tailored dresses paired with matching jackets, long strings of pearls, high-heeled shoes and matching purses. She’d fit well into a law or accountancy firm with her conservative but exquisite clothes. She’d been Miss Louisiana when she was younger, and she never let anyone forget it.

      I started to assemble the gift bags on the kitchen counter, and a few minutes later they were finished. I really needed to know where Lola wanted that gift table set up. There was nothing left for me to do, and everyone would be arriving shortly.

      I walked down the hallway to Lola’s bedroom, and as I tentatively raised my hand to rap I realized Lola was on the phone.

      “What was I supposed to do?” I heard her say. “She ambushed me.”

      As was her unfortunate custom, Lola had her caller on speakerphone. I laughed to myself…I always told her not to broadcast her conversations. On one occasion I heard her speaking to the bank manager, about her and Mike’s out-of-control spending, and missed payments on both of their credit cards. And then there was the time I overhead a horrible argument between her and Mike, where she criticized his sexual performance, and the small size of his tackle. There were so many embarrassing things I’d heard over the years and I hated this for my friend. But despite me telling her diplomatically on several occasions to keep her phone calls private, she didn’t care. She’d said it didn’t matter in front of me, because we were best friends, and didn’t have secrets from each other.

      Despite that, I never felt comfortable overhearing her private business. So I went to move away from her door, but as I did, an inflection on the speakerphone caught my attention.

      I turned back and listened.

      “You shouldn’t have agreed to it. It would have been better if you’d left town for the weekend.”

      Was that Jim on the phone with her? Why was he phoning Lola on the day of her baby shower? And why were they talking about someone ambushing her, if that’s what I’d heard?

      I held my breath and took a step closer, trying to figure out if it was Jim, and if so, what the conversation was about.

      “How are you feeling?” the man said, and from those few words I knew it definitely was Jim.

      “I’m feeling good. And the baby is nice and settled today. No kicking.”

      “I don’t mean that,” Jim said. “How are you feeling about Diana being there to organize your baby shower?”

      Puzzlement settled over me, and I held my breath, needing to hear more. Why would my husband be asking my best friend how she felt about me putting on her baby shower? The conversation didn’t make any sense at all. Of course Lola would be absolutely thrilled that I was going to all this trouble for her⁠—

      “I do feel horribly awkward about it. I wish she hadn’t done it. It makes me feel beholden to her now.”

      “We don’t want you feeling beholden to her. You, me, the baby… this has got nothing to do with Diana.”

      My chest constricted as a pain tore through my heart. I took in a breath, gasping so raggedly that I wondered if Lola could hear me. Had I understood what was being said, or had I completely misinterpreted—or misheard?

      This time I pressed my ear right against the crack in the door to listen.

      “I know, darling.” It was Lola talking in her soft, honeyed drawl. “I’m so happy that we’re going to have our own little family. I never thought I’d have a baby and you have no idea how much joy and happiness this gift has given me. You’re a wonderful father to Kenna, and I know you’ll be a wonderful father to our child too.”

      I clutched my side, nearly keeling over, my shock was so great. Jim, the cheating bastard, was the father of Lola’s baby. How could this happen? When had it happened? And how had I failed to know what was going on?

      As all these thoughts crowded around in my pounding head, I had a moment of clarity. Someone had known—or suspected—that something was going on between Jim and Lola.

      My daughter. Kenna. But I had completely discounted all of her insinuations, instead telling her not to be mean-spirited about my best friend.

      My bitch of a best friend.

      White hot anger replaced the shock that was leaving me numb. Just as well I was, because if I hadn’t been, I would have torn Lola’s throat out.

      I stood there a moment longer, deciding that there would be time to kill Lola later.

      And time later to cry and rant and grieve.

      I was an honorable woman and at the moment I had a baby shower to get through. I’d deal with all the fallout from this overhead phone conversation after Lola’s baby shower was over and the guests had all gone home.

      I pushed open the door to her bedroom. “Where do you want the gift table?” My voice was controlled, my tone icy.

      Lola turned to face me, with a fake look of surprise on her face.

      “I’m so sorry, Diana. I didn’t want you to hear that.”

      My anger bubbled over and red spots danced in front of my eyes. I clenched my hands, keeping them at my side.

      “Really? I’m pretty sure you made certain I did hear that.” I took a step towards her. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Lola got up from the bed and hung up the phone without telling Jim what happened.

      She didn’t need to though, did she? Jim would have heard me confronting her, and coward that he was, he’d be shitting himself.

      “Get what over with? Do you want to duel at dawn?” The expression on her face told me she was enjoying this, and I wondered if she’d always been jealous of my happy and contented life with my perfect husband.

      I took another step closer.

      “A duel over my husband? No. I don’t think so. When I get home I will sort this whole thing out with Jim. I’m talking about getting your baby shower over and done with.” I made eye contact with her and tried to remain calm, but what I really wanted to do was smash in her vacuous, smiling face, spreading her red lipgloss from her ears to her chin. “After that, my family will never have to see you again.”

      Oh hell, that wasn’t quite true. I’d still have to see Lola at school every day. And that was five times a week too often.

      Lola didn’t say anything, which was to her credit. I guess she knew me well enough to know that, while I was usually a patient person, if she pushed me further, I’d explode. My biggest fault is that once I’m stirred up I don’t back down, and I can fight as well as a man in a bar brawl if I have to. Fighting was one of the practical skills I’d learned growing up in the Lower Ninth ward.

      That would have been the last thing Lola would have wanted when guests were about to arrive for her baby shower.

      A rap at the door signaled the first guests, and in silence we went through to the living room. I left Lola to chat to people while I set up the gift table in the corner of the room. My mind was racing and it was hard for me to focus on the task at hand, and for everything else for the next two hours.

      But that afternoon I was polite to everyone, even Lola. I’m sure no one would have known there was anything terribly wrong, although now and again I did see one or two of the ladies from school shoot me concerned expressions. They probably thought I had a migraine or was feeling unwell.

      After the last guest had gone, I went to the corner of the room, picked up my handbag and coat, and left. I didn’t clean up and I didn’t even bother saying goodbye to Lola.

      Then I drove the few blocks back home, my hands shaking on the wheel of the car, my mind racing. During the five-minute drive, I practiced how the conversation with Jim would go. I’d lay down the law and he’d grovel, and it would end with him ringing Lola and telling her he never wanted to see her again.

      I got home, parked the car in the garage, and, pulling myself up to my full height, I walked into my house.

      Jim was sitting straight backed on the couch, his face white, his hands shaking.

      “We need to talk,” I said, and waited for his excuses and groveling to begin.
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      The twenty years of my marriage flashed before my eyes as I looked at Jim sitting erect on our tan leather couch. He was deathly pale, his hands trembled, and a fine mist of perspiration bathed his face, even though it was cool inside. I wondered how this man that I loved and trusted so much could do this to me. But so many women before me had thought the same thing and that didn’t stop their husbands or partners cheating on them. The reality was that men were weak, getting themselves into all sorts of things they probably never wanted or intended to get entangled in. And then when they found themselves stuck in an unenviable spot that wasn’t of their doing, they’d somehow have to delicately extricate themselves from the situation they found themselves in. Then their position would be even more untenable: being stuck between an angry wife, and a mistress. They’d have a horrible decision ahead, stuck between financial constrains, and sex.

      I was angrier than I’d ever been in my life. My heart felt too large in my chest, beating shallow and fast, and I was scared I’d collapse. My face, like Jim’s, was bathed in sweat and more than anything I wanted to lie down, scared I was having a heart attack. Thank God for the anger: it kept the tears at bay, which I knew would come later.

      My instincts were to crucify Jim: to make him squirm and squeal and beg for my forgiveness. But I wasn’t a bitch; instead I’d make it easy for him. I was nothing if not logical, and I knew I couldn’t challenge his pride.

      Anyway, more than I wanted to crucify Jim, I wanted to decimate the bitch of a woman who called herself my friend. And the best way of achieving that was to get Jim to dump her fast.

      “We need to talk, Jim.”

      He looked up at me with an odd expression on his face. I guessed it was born of fear and I couldn’t decide whether to keep my voice level and be reasonable with him, or whether I should let rip and scare the hell out of the man. Actually I wanted to do the latter, but I had a horrible feeling that if I started shouting, I’d never stop. And we were close to the kitchen, which had all manner of sharp and dangerous things I could use to inflict serious damage on him.

      “You know, don’t you, Jim, that I heard everything?” He didn’t acknowledge my question either by words or expression. “I know you’re the father of Lola’s baby.”

      I waited for him to start the excuses but there were none. The man was obviously still in shock because there was also no groveling.

      I sat down beside him on the couch and the two feet between us was like the ocean dividing the continents. His body language was rigid, and he didn’t even turn and look at me.

      “Was there ever a problem with her washer?”

      Jim looked up at me, finally making eye contact. In a quiet, level voice he said, “Not that I’m aware of.”

      That wasn’t the answer I expected, and at that moment I had a horrible feeling that nothing would go the way I wanted or expected it to. Somehow I was on the back foot—which is where he should have been—and it smelt like horse manure.

      “How long has your sordid little affair with my best friend been going on?” I hated the shrill sound of my own voice but I didn’t seem to be able to control it. “I mean… other than at least eight months.”

      A shadow of a cruel smile played on the corner of Jim’s thin lips. “This is actually all your fault, Diana.”

      “My fault?” My body tensed with indignation. “How did you figure that out?”

      He narrowed his eyes as he stared at me. I’d never noticed how flinty and dead looking they were. “It started when you were gone with Kenna for the college visits.”

      “You started fucking my friend when I took our daughter to choose a college?”

      “Yes,” he said in a defiant tone. “You’re the one who wanted Lola to look after me.” He tried to shrink back into the corner of the couch to put even more distance between us.

      Deliberately, I moved a couple of inches towards him, swiveled in the seat, and got right in his face. “She was supposed to look after you with her eyes. Not with her hands.”

      I expect him to cower because he was usually a pussy about conflict, but Jim wasn’t going to be intimidated. He stuck his chin out and got right back into my personal space. “Well, I can tell you right now that it wasn’t her hands that were the problem. Her body is a lot more accommodating than yours.”

      Ouch. That hurt, being blamed for the lack of sex in our relationship. Thank goodness I hadn’t been chopping vegetables at that exact moment, otherwise Jim would never have been able to have sex again.

      Rather than screaming back at him, I had an existential moment. My eyes roved his face: the saggy jaw and thin lips with his yellowing teeth, the rivers of fine lines on his face, and his receding hairline.

      How could it be possible that this unattractive car salesman had two women fighting to keep him? It would have been preposterous if he wasn’t my husband.

      “Clearly, I’m an idiot for trusting her and even more of an idiot for trusting you. You’ve never had any gumption, and never known how to say no to anyone. You’re a pathetic aging man who needed his ego stroked.”

      Jim’s eyes flicked from me to the hallway and a millisecond later Kenna came breezing into the living room. Had she heard anything?

      “Hi, Mom, hi, Dad. How are you both?” A small puzzled frown crossed her forehead. “I thought you’d still be at Lola’s shower, Mom, chatting and cleaning up.” No sooner had the words left her lips than her eyes widened. “Is something going on? You both look…strange.”

      “Your dad and I are talking, Kenna. Could you go up to your room, please?”

      “It’s not about me, is it? I haven’t done anything wrong?”

      “No, darling, not at all. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Her eyes moved back and forth between Jim and me, trying to gauge what was happening. It was as if time was suspended, and then she raised her eyebrows and nodded. Then she scuttled out, leaving Jim and me silent for a moment.

      Why did I have the strangest feeling Kenna knew exactly what was going on between us?

      I waited until I heard Kenna’s door close upstairs.

      “Don’t think you’re going to wriggle out of this because Kenna’s come home. We’re going to hash this out right now. It needs resolving. So, what are we going to do about it?”

      Jim stood up from the couch, ran his hands through his hair, cleared his throat and then announced, “I’m going to do the right thing.”

      Relief washed over me, even as I wondered why on the earth I wanted this pathetic man to stay here and play happy families with me.

      I took in a deep breath. “You’re going to stay with your family?” I hated the way my voice sounded pathetic and hopeful at the same time.

      Jim’s expression was strange. “I’m going to support the mother of my child. That’s the right thing to do.”

      I sighed. It reminded me of when he’d done the right thing all those years ago, by marrying me when I became pregnant with Kenna. I smiled at him, trying to be magnanimous. “I’m the mother of your child.”

      Jim paced back and forth reminding me of a caged animal. I was used to seeing him lying on the couch, and somehow he looked large and dangerous in the room. “Well, Diana, you don’t need me anymore. Lola⁠—”

      “Is a tramp and a home wrecker. I don’t ever want that woman’s name mentioned again.”

      “Lola needs me.” Jim spoke with a passion that astounded me. “And I need her.”

      The blood drained from my face, and I’m sure it pooled in my heart, almost breaking it. I opened my mouth, not sure whether to plead with him, or berate him. Anger and grief fought with each other inside me and I slumped back into the couch, disbelief washing over me.

      “Then I guess you better pack your stuff and go.” My words were an attempt to hurt and scare my
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