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B. BALASUBRAMANIAM, B.E., HAD ALWAYS WANTED TO BE A director, but not quite the director he had become. He had wanted to direct Tamil movies and work with superstars like Rajinikanth and Kamal Haasan. What a thrill that would be, having the power to tell Rajini what to do: ‘Sit here, put your legs up, allow me to get you some coffee, sir.’

He had dreamt of putting his name in the opening credits – ‘Directed by B. Balasubramaniam’ – and ending the movie with the initials ABC emblazoned across the screen, which everyone in India would come to recognize as ‘A Balasubramaniam Classic’. The President of India would award him the Padma Bhushan and the Queen of England would make him an O.B.E., which would look far more impressive than just a B.E. Every other Indian, after all, seemed to possess a Bachelor of Engineering degree. India had become the world’s biggest factory for engineers. The government was wisely considering a law requiring all engineering students to wear helmets, so they wouldn’t hurt themselves when they fell off the conveyor belts. They were India’s chief export to the developed world, finding themselves in countries like Australia, New Zealand, Canada and America, where Permanent Resident status was granted to anyone who could prove, beyond reasonable doubt, that they had a brain.

It would have been exceptional, of course, if Bala had earned his B.E. at IIT, the Indian Institute of Technology, where, even during the height of monsoon season, brainstorms were more common than rainstorms. Bala’s father, a civil engineer, had studied at the College of Engineering, Guindy (now part of Anna University), but never hesitated to sing praises of IIT. ‘It is tops in whole world,’ Appa would say. ‘Even better than Masterji Seth’s Institute of Technology.’

‘Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Appa,’ Bala would gently correct him. But Appa, as usual, was beyond correction.

‘Masterji Seth’s. That is what I said. It is not so good as IIT.’

Bala didn’t come close to getting into IIT and he blamed this on the Indian cricket board. If they hadn’t scheduled a series against New Zealand in the same month as his entrance exam, he would have studied harder and scored better. As it was, he kept getting distracted, much to his mother’s dismay. ‘You are ready, kanna?’ Amma asked one morning, serving idlis and tomato chutney to Bala and his younger sister, Chitra.

‘Not yet,’ he replied. ‘Appa’s hogging the sports page.’

It was a miracle he got into engineering at all. He was granted admission to Sri Harichandran Institute of Technology in Chennai, named after its benefactor, a well-known businessman. Though only a few years old, the college was already well-regarded around the state, being affiliated to a college that was affiliated to Anna University. Its reputation got a further boost in Bala’s third year, when administrators wisely changed its name to Thiru Harichandran Institute of Technology, compelling students to use the much-improved acronym of THIT.

Bala’s dream of becoming a film director was put on hold, not permanently he hoped. He had mentioned this desire several times to his parents and each time they had splashed water on it, like it was a pesky ant climbing up the drain in the bathroom sink.

‘Don’t be stupid idiot, Bala!’ Appa said one evening, his nostrils flaring. ‘What film you are capable of making? Maybe you can make film about me. You can call it The Civil Engineer and show everyone how I am designing bridges that will be able to survive any amount of flooding. That would be blockbusting film, no?’

Bala wondered why Appa had become a civil engineer. There was nothing civil about him. If he made a film about Appa, he would have to call it The Uncivil Engineer. And he would never work with Appa – that would be unbearable. If he messed up, he would be called a ‘stupid idiot’, and if the film won an Oscar or another big award, he’d be elevated only to a ‘lucky idiot’. No, it would be wiser to find an actor to play Appa, someone with a dimpled chin, receding hairline and moustache thick enough to be the actual hiding place of Osama bin Laden.

His mother was more gentle and gracious, but even she disapproved of her son’s ambition. ‘Look at the films today, kanna,’ Amma said. ‘The actresses – they are showing everything. What I am wearing as a blouse, they are wearing as a dress. One film I saw last year at the theatre – what was its name, I don’t remember – this girl was lifting her sari while walking through a puddle and everyone could see her thighs! Chee chee! Did she not know she was being filmed? How people are paying good money to watch films like this, I have no idea.’

Bala was momentarily confused: Had Amma sneaked into the theatre without paying? No, she was incapable of breaking the law. She was the model of honesty. If a shopkeeper gave her an extra Rs. 10 in change, she would return it immediately. Appa, on the other hand, would pocket the money, saying it was only fair and citing at least three reasons: (1) He had been shortchanged at the very same store thirty-eight years ago; (2) the store was gouging its customers with high prices; and (3) it was up to him to balance out Amma’s honesty. ‘Do unto others,’ he would say, ‘as they would have done unto you.’

Bala’s parents did not agree on many things, so he took it seriously when they both raised objections to his ambition. He wondered if it was worth the effort to go against their wishes and become a film director. They would never understand his career, never be fully proud of him. But on the positive side, he could get beautiful actresses to walk through puddles and show their thighs. He imagined himself directing a movie called Monsoon Rain in which all the actresses walked through puddles, lifting their saris high in the air. It would surely make a killing in the box office – but then it might also make Amma want to kill herself.

She had wanted him to be more practical about his career choice. ‘I am not asking you to do anything in particular,’ she insisted. ‘You have many choices. For example, you can be cardiologist, neurologist, ophthalmologist, oncologist or gynaecologist. All good choices. You can even be gastroenterologist, like my brother.’

Bala’s uncle was the only doctor in the family and everyone was either proud or envious of him. He worked from morning to night, both at a busy government hospital and thriving private practice, earning so much money that his wife, according to Amma and others, could live in the sari shop if she wanted to. Uncle and Aunty Balakrishnan had a cook, maid and driver (part of a growing staff), three cars in the garage and elegant furniture in their three-storey house, yet still had the means to take annual vacations in Europe and America and bring home expensive gifts. Thanks to their generosity or what Appa considered their constant and overwhelming need to exhibit their wealth, Amma was the proud owner of a cupboard full of shiny white Corelle dishes. She treasured them so much, she couldn’t bear to put any food on them. Even on special occasions like Pongal and Deepavali, she couldn’t justify using the dinnerware, partly because, as Bala surmised, the guests were mere commoners, not the prime minister or president or someone really important like Rajinikanth. Her family and friends were unworthy of fine ceramic; they were treated to fine stainless steel. If Rajini ever came for dinner, Amma would not only bring out her prized dishes, she probably wouldn’t wash them afterwards either. The display in her cupboard would include a few signs, such as ‘Rajini ate from this plate,’ ‘Rajini drank from this cup’ and ‘I poured sambhar from this bowl while staring at Rajini.’ Amma often bragged that she was Rajini’s ‘biggest fan’, upon which Appa would pat her on the back and say, ‘Don’t worry, Meena. You can always go on diet.’

At times, Bala wondered if Amma wanted him to become a doctor so he could go on shopping sprees to western countries and bring home more dinnerware that would never be used. He envied Balakrishnan Uncle’s wealth, but didn’t want a career that might require him to look down people’s throats or, even worse, look up the other way. He didn’t want to view blood and internal organs. He didn’t want to have to cut people up, not unless they called him in the middle of the night. He was relieved that his father gave him the option of becoming an engineer. ‘You are intelligent boy, so you must become doctor or engineer,’ Appa said, forgetting how often he had called Bala a stupid idiot. ‘You can go to Amricka and get exhalent salary.’ (An exhalent salary, Bala thought, would be far more beneficial to his health than an inhalant one.)

If only he had been less intelligent, he could have become a film director. But with intelligence came responsibility – the responsibility to make all that grey matter matter. Engineering undoubtedly required vast amounts of intelligence. There were so many principles to learn, so many problems to solve, that Bala spent many a night racking his brain, searching for some unused portion of his cerebral cortex that he could tap for insight. It didn’t help that the textbooks were dense and dry, with few illustrations and complicated writing, which the authors evidently hoped would produce greater analytical thinking from prospective engineers. Indeed, Bala had spent countless hours analyzing the various methods that could be used to torture the authors. According to his calculations, taking mass and gravity into account, a textbook dropped from a height of only one metre would cause considerable pain, as long as it fell on the right spot, which for male authors would have the added benefit of preventing any textbook-writing offspring.

Bala could think of several lecturers deserving of the same fate – it would make up for all the times in his life he had been hit or pinched in front of his classmates. These were lecturers who possessed advanced degrees and could take the material in any textbook – Machine Dynamics, Applied Thermodynamics or Manufacturing Technology – and make it far more boring. None could do it as well as Mr. Ganesan, who specialized in thermodynamics and was certainly a brilliant man. His brilliance was clear to Bala during the very first class, when he made the mistake of staring at Mr. Ganesan’s bald head. He was so dazed that when Mr. Ganesan asked him to name the second law of thermodynamics, he started reciting Shakespeare. ‘All that glitters is not gold, often have you heard that told…’ Later, after his classmates had stopped teasing him, he took it upon himself to warn them to look away or shield their eyes when facing Mr. Ganesan. But unlike him, his friends Gopal and Thiru were filled with more admiration than apprehension.

‘When his head is shining so much on the outside,’ Gopal said, ‘how much brighter it must be on the inside.’

‘I can bet you he polishes it,’ Bala said.

‘I wish he would tell us what polish he uses,’ Thiru said. ‘I’d like to try it on my shoes.’

‘Forget about your shoes,’ Bala said. ‘It’s not your shoes that need brightening.’

If any student felt too bright, Mr. Ganesan’s lectures served as a dimming switch. Nobody could keep up with them, let alone understand them. He spoke at a rate of three hundred words per minute, often while facing the blackboard. If the entire class took a nap, he wouldn’t notice anything until halfway through his lecture. And even then, he’d go on lecturing, pleased that his students looked more absorbed than usual.

Bala somehow managed to get through Mr. Ganesan’s class, largely with help from a booklet called Thermodynamics Made Easy. It was one of a series of ‘made easy’ booklets Bala had found at Amma’s Zone bookstore, with titles such as Engineering Graphics Made Easy, Calculus Made Easy, and Brain Surgery Made Easy. After buying the Thermodynamics booklet and surviving Mr. Ganesan’s tests, Bala bought a dozen more booklets in various engineering subjects, just in case the publisher, Chandra Publications, went out of business. It was an investment in his future and he didn’t want to take any chances. Concerned that a single booklet could be easily misplaced, he had them all bound together and wrote a new title on the cover: B.E. Made Easy. He felt only a trace of guilt about reading the booklets and depending on them to get through engineering. After all, his friends were hooked on them, too. Thiru had even gone to the temple and paid for a special puja to be performed in honour of Chandra Publications. But he and other students were careful not to take the booklets to college. The lecturers frowned on them. Mr. Ganesan would be outraged to see one of his students poring over Thermodynamics Made Easy. He would snatch the booklet and say, ‘Thermodynamics is not supposed to be easy.’ Then he’d call the editor of Chandra Publications and offer to write a booklet called Thermodynamics Made Difficult.

Getting through engineering college was more a case of survival than brilliant achievement. But it made Bala a success in the eyes of his relatives and, more importantly, turned him into what Appa had hoped he would become: an export-quality Indian. Not every Indian had skills that were in demand abroad. Varun, the son of the ironing lady, for example, would not be able to work outside Tamil Nadu, let alone India, though he was an artist whose work was seen and admired by millions of people. He specialized in painting pictures of the Chief Minister on walls and buildings. He had been doing it for almost two decades – even when she was out of power – and had lost count of how many portraits he had done, how many paint shops he had single-handedly kept in business. He had become so adept at painting her that he once finished an entire portrait while completely drunk. He claimed that his hands had been conditioned, through years of repetition, to follow a precise pattern of brushstrokes, that if he tried to paint any other politician, his hands would not cooperate. He imbued his portraits with such elaborate detail – you could even see the slight protrusion of the Chief Minister’s right incisor tooth – that Bala often wondered if future generations would come to remember him as Varun van Gogh.

But Varun, for all his success, could not entertain thoughts of working abroad, not unless he took the Chief Minister with him. Even then, they would have to move to a country where wall portraits were permitted. In India, nobody seemed to care what happened to walls; in the view of the common man, a politician’s portrait was at least a slight improvement over spit stains.

With his B.E. in mechanical engineering, Bala was confident he could work abroad without having to take a politician with him. Indeed, after gaining just two years of experience at a small manufacturing firm, he landed a job with an American company called FlexIt Inc., which made exercise equipment. It took him three months to receive his h-1 visa, permitting him to work in America, and another month to get his entry visa, most of it spent standing in line at the u.s. Consulate. In the aftermath of 9/11, the newly formed Department of Homeland Security had directed the consulate to suspend its appointment system, returning to a system that enabled officials to observe visa applicants during an extended period of stress. The line was so long, it meandered out onto the street, past a shopping centre and roadside eatery. So many people were joining the line that Bala wondered if some of them thought there’d be free food at the other end. But no, they were too well dressed, the women in elegant dresses, saris and salwar-kameez, the men in suits, button-down shirts and ties. Bala had deliberately chosen not to wear a tie. If his visa application was rejected, it would be too easy to hang himself. Not that he couldn’t be happy in India – Indians were among the happiest people in the world, according to an international survey that had been prominently featured in major newspapers such as The Hindu. Bala had shown the article to Appa, who took a cursory glance, shook his head and said, ‘What is this happiness they are writing about? You cannot pay the vegetable seller with happiness. You cannot say, “Look, I’m happy. I’m smiling. Now give me some beans and go.”’ As Bala shrugged, Appa added, ‘I’m telling you, da, happiness cannot buy money.’

Bala wasn’t happy standing there in the hot sun, amid an army of people, circles of sweat forming under his arm pits. He was hungry and wondered if he should pass Rs. 2 to the man at the end of the line and ask him to buy a bonda at the eatery and pass it back down the line. But other people were hungry too and he didn’t want his bonda to shrink as they passed it down. He also remembered that one man had briefly stepped out of line to go behind a tree, which made him ineligible to pass bondas.

Bala was growing worried that his visa application would be rejected, that his father would be disappointed. Surely America would not allow all these people to enter its shores; at this rate, white people would be a minority within a decade and Varun would be able to paint a large portrait on the wall of the White House.

By the time Bala got inside the consulate, he was so famished, he found himself looking around for any free food. But none was visible, not even a measly murukku. The hunger worked in his favour, though, for he forgot to give his well-rehearsed ‘America is the greatest country in the world and I thank God every night for its existence’ speech. As he would come to realize later, kissing America’s derriere did not score points with the consular officers; instead, it made them suspicious, wondering if the applicant had something to hide, perhaps an affinity for Communism or a history of bedwetting.

He had to stand in several more lines before facing the final consular officer, a forty-something man who possessed a full head of white hair and the ability to look menacing while asking innocuous questions.

‘How long do you plan to stay in America, Mr… how do you say your name?’

‘Balasubramaniam, sir.’

‘How long do you plan to stay in America, Mr… uh… Blue Submarine?’

‘Three years, sir.’

‘Then what?’

‘Then I’ll be coming back, sir.’

‘To get a wife?’

‘No, to get a job here, sir.’

‘So you’re not going to settle in America?’

‘Most definitely not, sir.’

‘Why not? Don’t you think you’ll like America?’

‘I will, sir. But I also like India. My family lives here.’

‘My family lives in America. That’s why I like being over here.’

Bala tried to laugh, but all he could manage was a nervous chuckle.

‘Do you know how to fly a plane?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Have you ever thought of taking flying lessons?’

‘No, sir. Never in my life.’

‘Do you know anyone who has ever thought of taking flying lessons?’

‘No, sir. Even driving is a challenge in my family.’

‘Where did you get your degree from?’

‘SHIT, sir. I mean, THIT. Thiru Harichandran Institute of Technology.’

‘What was your favourite subject?’

‘Manufacturing Technology, sir.’

‘So you like to make things?’

‘Yes, sir, I do.’

‘Have you ever made a bomb?’

‘No, sir, never. I like to make useful things.’

‘Some people would say that bombs are useful.’

‘Not me, sir. I say that bombs are useless. Totally useless.’

‘What about the bombs that America is dropping on Iraq?’

Bala hesitated. ‘Useful, sir. Very useful.’

The officer asked a few more questions, then nodded, ever so slightly. ‘Okay then. I’m approving your visa. Good luck in America, Mr… uh… Bald Superman.’

Bala was so thrilled when he left the consulate, he gave a thumbs-up to the people still waiting outside and told the bonda seller to keep the change. He suddenly realized what h-1 must stand for: Happy One. He was indeed happy to have a visa. He could work in America for at least three years and, if he couldn’t stay longer, would still have enough money to return to Chennai and start his own engineering firm.

But things worked out better than he had expected. FlexIt was pleased with his work and sponsored him for permanent residency. A week before his fourth anniversary in America, he was the proud owner of a green card. He couldn’t believe it – he could stay in America as long as he wanted. In five years, he would be eligible for citizenship, though the idea of giving up Indian citizenship did not sit well with him. He was hoping to become a dual citizen, pledging allegiance to two great countries, enjoying Hollywood and Kollywood, wearing dress pants with chappals, spreading peanut butter and jelly on his chapattis.

He had already been promoted twice and was earning an annual salary of $80,000. His parents were extremely proud: Appa was telling everyone that his son was earning three lakhs a month, while Amma was making space in her cupboard for more dishes.

Bala was quite pleased with his status at work. He didn’t direct films for a living, but he was at least a director of some sort – Director of Design Engineering. It was a good title, better than Chief Design Engineer or Manager of Design Engineering. But he didn’t want to get carried away with titles. He knew that companies handed out titles to keep employees happy. Titles did not cost the company anything, aside from the extra space needed in the office for the employee’s head. Even so, he knew his parents and relatives were delighted to hear he was a director, never mind that FlexIt was a small company, with all the manufacturing being done in China. The title imparted a great amount of prestige. When he saw the words ‘Director of Design Engineering’ engraved on the silver plate on his door, it made him feel important and made others think he was important too.

He had chosen not to put his name on the door. It would draw attention from the title and might also intimidate people. Visitors to his office saw his name soon enough. It was on a special double-length name plate on his desk:

BILL BALASUBRAMANIAM

It had a nice ring to it, not unlike Robert Redford, Sushmita Sen and Mickey Mouse. His real name, appearing in full on his passport and other official documents, was Balasubramaniam Balasubramaniam, or, as his college friends used to joke, Balasubramaniam2. Soon after Bala’s birth, his parents had consulted a guru to help choose a good name for their son and the guru found it auspicious for the baby to carry the name of his father, perhaps because, as Bala would later conclude, the guru had misplaced his book of Tamil names.

The guru apparently couldn’t foretell what life would be like for a man who went to America with two 15-letter names. It was not a problem in India though. Indians were used to long names. Among his engineering batch-mates, Balasubramaniam was only the third longest name, trailing Hariharaputhrapillai and Venkatasubramaniam. Bala was pleased that one of the girls had a name as long as his: Supriyadarshini. She was a beautiful girl, with long flowing hair, and all the boys enjoyed saying her name. Bala spent many a class period staring at her and fantasizing about whispering her name into her ear.

In America, however, such names caused trouble. Bala quickly learned that only a few Americans would be able to say his full name correctly. These were exceptional individuals – prodigies who possessed the rare gift of Tamil pronunciation. Ordinary folks seemed to struggle merely to say ‘Bala’. Many said ‘Bayla’ and ‘Barley’. One of the directors at FlexIt had even asked Bala if he’d mind being called ‘Bal’. Shaking his head vigorously, Bala wondered what would be next: ‘Ba’. Every time someone said his name, they’d think of sheep. He didn’t want to risk that, so he decided to adopt the name ‘Bill’, in honour of his favourite American president, Bill Clinton, who, as a former Rhodes Scholar and frequent visitor to India, would surely know how to pronounce Balasubramaniam.



2


IT WAS A BONE-CHILLING JANUARY DAY IN HARRISBURG, Pennsylvania, so cold that while shovelling snow that morning, Bala’s fingers turned numb, his moustache felt stiff and a single question kept popping into his head: Was there any way to speed up global warming? How he wished he could have imported some Chennai weather – not the torrential rains that sometimes turned the streets into rivers but the intense sunlight that had inspired Appa, in his spare time, to develop a solar-powered clothes dryer. Amma had shaken her head as she watched Appa attaching the wires and cable to the solar panel on their terrace, beside the pots of flowering plants she tended. ‘Why you need so many wires?’ she asked. ‘One long wire is enough to dry clothes.’

Bala was still thinking about the weather a few hours later as he sat sipping coffee in a second-floor boardroom overlooking the Susquehanna River, his chair positioned strategically next to the heating vent. He wished he could turn around and face the warm air, but he had a feeling the other managers would disapprove.

He wasn’t fond of meetings, especially when he had little to contribute, but this one, he had to admit, was almost as exciting as watching a Test match. The senior management team – eight people in all, including Stewart MacDonald, the grey-haired president and majority owner – were discussing promotional ideas for a new product: The Flexerciser. Bala had helped develop the machine and was looking forward to seeing it appear on the market. He knew it would be popular in America. People were always looking for easy ways to work out and The Flexerciser was not merely an exercise machine – it was an exercising machine. It was designed to do all the exercising for them. All they needed to do was climb on, press the ‘Start’ button and hold on tightly (Bala hoped people would not be deterred by the ‘climbing on’ part). Like a bull at a rodeo, The Flexerciser would jerk up and down and emit gusts of hot air. Within ten minutes, they’d be sweating like a Texan in a curry shop.

The Flexerciser was this year’s offering from FlexIt Inc., this year’s gift to the exercise-challenged, this year’s contribution to next year’s yard sale.

‘Picture this,’ said John Reilly, the marketing manager. ‘A 30-second commercial with Meg Ryan sitting on The Flexerciser, recreating that famous scene from When Harry Met Sally. We’ll have millions of women convinced they can be in ecstasy while using the machine. Pass the doughnuts please.’

‘I love it, John,’ said Mike Mathwala, the chief financial officer, pushing the box of powdered and glazed Krispy Kremes down the oval table. ‘Maybe we can sell it at convents and monasteries, any place where people aren’t getting any.’

Laughter broke out, but Stewart quickly corralled it. ‘Getting any what?’

‘Uh… well… exercise,’ Mike said.

‘Let’s get serious for a moment, people,’ Stewart said. ‘You know Meg Ryan would cost too much. Besides, we’re a reputable company. We don’t want to deceive people quite that much.’

Bala reached over a bowl of fake fruit and helped himself to a powdered doughnut.

‘How much do we want to deceive them?’ asked Linda Powers, the human resources director.

‘The usual amount, Linda. Enough to buy our machines, but not enough to keep using them. We want them to buy a new machine every year. That’s what keeps our factory humming: repeat customers.’

Bala brushed the powder off his pin-striped trousers and helped himself to a glazed doughnut. ‘So what’s your idea, Stewart?’

‘I think we should follow the same plan as last year and the year before, which has helped us become a household name among people weighing 300 lbs or more. We need another late-night, 30-minute infomercial featuring a former or minor celebrity, someone whom people recognize, but who won’t demand a lot of money. Any of the kids from The Cosby Show would do.’

‘Or the stars of Cheers,’ said Brian Thomas, the sales and distribution manager. ‘Perhaps even the cast of the top-rated TV show of the ’90s: the O.J. Simpson trial.’

‘What about the actors from Fresh Prince of Bihar?’ Mike asked. ‘Some of them are struggling to find work. We could get three for the price of one. Joe Ginder would probably be willing to work for food.’

Fresh Prince of Bihar was a parody of a popular show, running for a few seasons on Comedy Central.

‘Ginder would be great,’ John said. ‘Our target market would identify with him. We can use “before” and “after” pictures. Before buying The Flexerciser: Fat and bald. After buying The Flexerciser: Fat, bald and broke. Ha ha.’

‘I like Ginder,’ Stewart said. ‘I didn’t watch Fresh Prince of Bihar all that much, but my kids were into it. They loved it.’

‘Best sitcom ever,’ Mike said. ‘And I’m not just saying that because the actors were Indian-Americans.’

‘You young guys,’ Stewart said, shaking his head. ‘So quick to call something the best ever, as though you’ve seen them all. Bet you’ve never watched The Honeymooners.’

‘Of course, I have,’ Mike said. ‘Last year in Hawaii. But then they saw me and pulled down their blinds. Honeymooners are no fun.’

Stewart chuckled. ‘You young guys, always into reality shows. The Honeymooners was a classic, a fine show that will be appreciated several centuries from now, as soon as they defrost my cryogenically preserved body. Fresh Prince of Bihar was quite funny, I’ll give you that. Joe Ginder made me laugh a few times, as did his co-star, Chris Namuti. Call his agent, John. See if he’s available and willing to skip a few meals. The “after” picture would really sell our machine, especially if we can get Ginder to have a six-pack stomach, instead of a keg. If not, we’ll have to try some special effects, such as putting Ginder’s head on Oscar De La Hoya’s body. But I’m not sure we can afford De La Hoya’s body.’
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