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CHAPTER ONE





I AWOKE and my mother was there. Her hands descended upon me and she picked me up. It seems I was mildly constipated. She sat me on my potty on the dining-room table and set herself in front of me. She began to coo and urge me on, running her fingers up and down my back.


But I was not receptive. I distinctly remember finding the woman quite tiresome.


She stopped. She placed her elbows on the table and propped her head on her hands. A period of fertile silence ensued; I looked at her and she looked at me. My mood was in suspense. Anger was there, lurking. So was reconciliation. Humour was hovering. Sulking was seeping. It could go any way, nothing was decided.


Suddenly I stood up mightily, like the Colossus of Rhodes, I bent forward a little, and in one go I produced. My mother was delighted. She smiled and exclaimed:
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I turned. What a sight! What a smell! It was a magnificent log of excrement, at first poorly formed, like conglomerate rock that hasn’t had time to set, and dark brown, nearly black, then resolving itself to a dense texture of a rich chestnut hue, with fascinating convolutions. It started deep in the potty, but after a coil or two it rose up like a hypnotized cobra and came to rest against my calf, where I remember it very, very warm, my first memory of temperature. It ended in a perfect moist peak. I looked at my mother. She was still smiling. I was red in the face and sweaty from my efforts, and I was exultant. Pleasure given, pleasure had, I sensed. I wrapped my arms around her neck.




My other earliest memory is vague, no more than a distant feeling that I can sometimes seize, most often not. Being so dimly remembered, perhaps it came first.


I became aware of a voice inside my head. What is this, I wondered. Who are you, voice? When will you shut up? I remember a feeling of fright. It was only later that I realized that this voice was my own thinking, that this moment of anguish was my first inkling that I was a ceaseless monologue trapped within myself.





Later memories are clearer and more cohesive. For example, I remember a cataclysm in the garden. At the time I thought the sun and the moon were opposite elements, negations of each other. The moon was the sun turned off, like a light-bulb, the moon was the sun sleeping, the dimples on its surface the pores of a great eyelid, the moon was solar charcoal, the pale remains of a daily fire — whatever the case, one excluded the other. I was in the garden at a very late hour. It was summer and the sun was setting. I was watching it, blinking, squinting, burning my eyes, smiling, imagining the heat and the fire, the sizzling of entire neighbourhoods. Then I turned and there it was floating in the sky, grey and malevolent. I ran. My father was the first figure of authority I encountered. I alerted him and dragged him out to the garden. But his adult mind didn’t grasp how this apparition threw my understanding of astrophysics topsy-turvy.
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He took my hand and pulled me indoors. I glanced a last time at the moon. My God, it was a free orb. It moved at random in the universe, like the sun. Surely one day they would clash!




My earliest aesthetic experience revolved around a small, clear plastic bottle of green-apple bubble-bath. To my parents a casually accepted free sample at the supermarket, it was to me a jewel that I discovered while my mother was giving me a bath. I was held in thrall by its endless greenness, its unctuous ooze, its divine smell. It left me dumb with pleasure.


When someone thoughtlessly made use of it a week later and I came upon my disembowelled treasure — I vividly recall the moment: my mother was wiping my bum and I was idly looking at the bathtub — I shrieked and threw the worst tantrum of my toddlerhood.





Other facts of my early life that are held to be important — that I was born in 1963, in Spain, of student parents — I heard only later, through hearsay. For me, memory starts in my own country, in its capital city, to be exact.




*





Beyond the normal overseeing of parenthood, neither my mother nor my father intruded unnecessarily into my world. Whether my space was real or imaginary, the bathtub or the Aral Sea, my room or the Amazon jungle, they respected it. I can’t imagine having better parents. Sometimes I would turn and see them looking at me and in their gaze I could read total love and commitment, an unwavering devotion to my well-being and happiness. I would delight in this love. There was no cliff I couldn’t jump off, no sea I couldn’t dive into, no outer space I couldn’t hurtle through — where my parents’ net wouldn’t be there to catch me. They were at the central periphery of my life. They were my loving, authoritarian servants.


At the supermarket I would gambol about happy and carefree, playing with the cereal boxes, shaking the big bottles of mouthwash, looking at all the funny people — as long as I had my mother within sight. But if — the momentous if — if she skipped an aisle unexpectedly while I was still staring at the packaged meat, wondering what the cow looked like now — if she dashed for the fruits while I was still examining the jars of pickles — if, in other words, she became lost to me, that was a very different state of affairs. My body would tense, my stomach would feel light and fluttery. Tears would well up in my eyes. I would run about frantically, oblivious of everything and everyone, my whole being concentrated on the search for my mother. When I caught sight of her again, as, thankfully, I always did, the universe would instantly be re-established. Fear, that horrible boa constrictor of an emotion, would vanish without a trace. I would feel a hot burst of love, adoration, worship, tenderness, for my sweet mother, with somewhere in there a brief roar of intense hatred for this brush with oblivion she had put me through. My mother, of course, was never aware of the existential fluctuations, the Sturm und Drang, within her small fry. She sailed through the supermarket serenely indifferent to my exact location, secure in the knowledge that she’d find me right next to her by the time she got to the check-out. That’s where the chocolate bars were.




*





I cannot recall noticing, as a small child, any difference between my parents that I could ascribe to sex. Though I knew they weren’t the same thing twice over, the distinctions did not express themselves in fixed roles. I received affection from both of them, and punishment too, when it came to that. In the early years in Ottawa it was my father who worked outside the home, at the Department of External Affairs, which had an awesome ring to my ears, but my mother was working at home on her Master’s thesis in linguistics and philosophy. What my father did during his daylight hours at External was unknown to me, and therefore remote. My mother, on the other hand, wrestled daily with stacks of thick books, in Spanish yet, and she produced endless reams of paper covered with her precise handwriting. I was a witness to her labour. Her thesis was on the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset. She fetched a hammer once and held it in front of me and told me that the nature of a hammer, its being (her word), was defined by its function. That is, a hammer is a hammer because it hammers. This was one of Ortega y Gasset’s key insights, she told me, fundamental to his philosophy, and Heidegger had filched it. Pretty obvious to me, I thought, I could have told you that, I thought, but I was nonetheless duly impressed. My mother was clearly involved in deep and difficult matters. I took the hammer and went outside and bashed dents into the edge of our driveway, reinforcing the hammer’s identity.


So while my mother sat at home pondering over hammers, perhaps my father sat in his office pondering over screwdrivers. Anyway, this state, this dichotomy, was temporary; a few years later my mother also joined External Affairs.


In other ways, too, my parents were indistinguishable from each other. Housework was shared, as far as I could tell, but I’m not a reliable witness since I fled at the least sign of domesticity, for fear of being asked to do something. Both my parents were so-so cooks. To be fair, my mother did handle some dishes well, and she displayed more imagination than my father, who overcooked eggs throughout my childhood. But he made delicious tacos and a superb tortilla de papas, potato omelette. In later years it was he, I think, who did most of the cooking. In their postings in Mexico and Cuba, they were delighted (and I when I visited) to have a live-in cook.


On the question of punishment: only when I had committed the most heinous of offences was I spanked, and this mildly, more tapping than whacking. I screamed blue murder anyway, because I knew this was the ultimate punishment and therefore called for the ultimate wailing. I believe I was spanked three times in my life. Other than that, my parents never raised a hand to me. At most, when he was exceptionally angry and was chastising me, my father would hold me just above the elbow to ensure that he had my full attention, and sometimes he would squeeze and it would hurt a little. It was rare that my mother got truly angry at me, though when she did, when she narrowed her eyes and fixed me with them and hissed through her clamped jaw, it was a source of real terror. I knew then that in shaving Luna’s mother’s dog bald with a hair-dipper or in burning down a neighbour’s hedgerow I had gone too far, and I would hurt inside and I would do everything to make things better. Mercifully, it was only a few times that I provoked her to such anger.


My parents got along very well. In fact, I have never seen such a harmonious, complementary couple. She was highly articulate. He was a published poet. She had a disciplined mind that could work with great intensity, a mind that was always open to the world. He had lost his father when he was ten and was a rather moody, brittle man, prone to melancholy, yet he had a capacity to marvel at things. She had a naturally optimistic bent and she loved the arts. They nourished her soul and her wisdom. Her emotions were never wrong. He and I discovered writers together — the wonderful Dino Buzzati, for example — and we both had a fondness for golf, a game we hardly ever played. There is a long-ago black and white photo of the two of us on a beach in France: he surrounds me and our four hands are holding a golf club which he is showing me how to swing. The camera catches me just as I am looking at it, a smile on my face, one eye peeking through wind-blown strands of my long hair. It was she who was appointed Canada’s ambassador to Cuba. She was more prudent, more apt to find the fruitful, pragmatic compromise. He sometimes had a daring, a willingness to seize the day.


I remember fantasies I had as a child of having to choose between my parents. They were on crosses being tortured and I had to decide which one to let live. Or was I being tortured to force me to choose? If I ever settled on one, I can’t remember who it was.


At the last minute my father, by then a translator, editor and desktop publisher, decided to accompany my mother to Mexico City, where she was going for a regional conference of Canadian heads of missions. Not fifteen minutes after leaving Havana the plane was a ball of fire crashing into the Gulf of Mexico. Such is the intrusion of the tragic, when one becomes aware of the turning wheels of life. But I am getting ahead of myself. I must first deal with carrots and washing machines and many other things.




Though there are notable exceptions, it often happens that we do not remember the first time we did something, or even any one particular time, but remember only the repetition, the idea that we did the thing over and over. This is the case with me and the boiling of carrots. I spent entire afternoons watching carrots boil in water. Our rented house in Ottawa was so arranged that, from the chair on which I stood near the stove, I could turn and see my mother working at her desk (or rather, our rented house in Ottawa was so arranged that, from the chair on which she sat at her desk, my mother could turn and see me staring into my pot). When the carrots were terminally mushy, which I would determine with a long fondue fork, I would call out and she would come to the kitchen. She would empty the pot into the sink, fill it with fresh cold water and set it on the stove again. Then she would get back to work, giving me a peck on the cheek on her way. I was old enough and more than careful enough — there were never any accidents — to be left with the thrilling task of selecting from a large plastic bag the hardy specimens, thick and orange, that I would drop into the water so that the spectacle could start again. During those afternoons my imagination boiled and bubbled like that exuberant water. I explored, made deep connections. It was the transformation from hard to soft that fascinated me, my mother said later. Indeed, from my earliest years the idea of transformation has been central to my life. Naturally so, I suppose, being the child of diplomats. I changed schools, languages, countries and continents a number of times during my childhood. At each change I had the opportunity to re-create myself, to present a new façade, to bury past errors and misrepresentations. Once, secretly, I boiled the hammer, wondering if its fundamental nature, its being (her word), could change. When I started to lose my baby teeth and was told that larger, more durable teeth would grow in their stead, I took this as my first tangible proof of human metamorphosis. I had already gathered evidence on the metamorphosis of day and night, of weather, of the seasons, of food and excrement, even of life and death, to name but a few, but these teeth were something closer to home, something clear and incontrovertible. I envisioned life as a series of metamorphic changes, one after another, to no end.





I abandoned the boiling of carrots when I discovered the washing of laundry. Staring down into the toss and turmoil of clothes being cleaned mechanically is the closest I have come to belonging to a church, and was my introduction to museums. I followed every step of the absolution of laundry, these stations of the cross from filth to salvation, this lineup at the Museum of Modern Art. It would start with my mother fooling the washing machine’s safety stop by jamming a coin at the back of the machine’s lid — the price of admission to the exhibit, the alms dropped into the alms box. I would hurry to my pew atop the dryer. The laundry was pushed into the machine like so many wicked souls into hell. The powder detergent settled like snow, at places as thick as on a plain, at others as sparse as on an escarpment, my first glimpse at landscape painting. The hot water rose slowly, a gentle immersion into grace — something I felt intimately since this was exactly how I took my baths, sitting shivering cold in the empty tub while the hot water crept up, submerging goose-pimple after goose-pimple, the comfort of warmth all the greater for the misery of cold. The water would stop rising, there would be a moment’s pause to collect ourselves, a click, and then high mass would start in earnest. I took an evangelical pleasure in the to-and-fro motion of laundry being sermonized. It was a tempest-tossed sea in which my small ship, my soul, was braving the frothy waves. It was Davy Jones’s locker in which I, a spat-out Jonah, frolicked alongside a school of socks. And then it was a painting — abstract expressionism in its purest, most ephemeral form. For entire cycles I would watch this kinder, broader-stroked Jackson Pollock feverishly at work in his studio. Dashes of red succeeded swaths of green. Eruptions of white overwhelmed spots of purple. Five intertwined colours danced together before vanishing to blue. The drama was generous and open, truly ecumenical. When the washing cycle was over, the holy water would retreat through the pores of the washing machine’s barrel. I would behold a cavernous sculpture, hell empty. The laundry would begin to spin. I could feel the water seeping away, oozing out of me. Suddenly a torrential tropical storm would whip at me. Was this temptation? And after that another storm! But this one too I would weather. A final click and it would be over. I would call my mother. Shirts, skirts, blouses, underwear, pants, socks and I came out of the machine renewed, remitted of our sins, damp with vitality, shimmering like Christ rising on the third day. And the coin at the back of the lid was mine!




*





Do children look into mirrors? Do they look at themselves, beyond checking that their unruly hair has that degree of tidiness demanded by a parent? I didn’t. Of what interest was a mirror to me? It reflected me, a child — so what? I was not in the least bit self-conscious. The world was far too vast a playground to waste any time looking at part of it reflected, except perhaps to make funny faces, two fingers pulling down the lower eyelids, one pushing up the nose.


Childhood, like wisdom, is an emotion. Feelings are what register deeply of one’s early years. What the eye catches, the visual aspects of these feelings, is secondary. So it is that I have no memories of mirrors, no memories of clothes, of skin, of limbs, of body, of my own physical self as a child. As if, paradoxically, I were then nothing but a huge eager eye, an emotional eye, looking out, always looking out, unaware of itself.




*





It would be impossible to talk of my childhood without mentioning television (religion never played an important role in my life and here, early on, is as good a spot as any to deal with it. I first met the notion of God in a song, a comptine, my parents sang to me. It went:
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Thus ended the song. When I came to understand it, when I actually listened to it, it was not the cheery chorus of cannibal sailors that took me aback, but the inexplicable and suspended plea at the end. To whom was it addressed? Who was this holy patron? And was the plea answered? Was the young sailor savioured or savoured? Before religion came to mean nothing to me, this is what it meant: a possibility of salvation at a crucial moment. When the course of experience made me see that there is no saviour and no special grace, no remission beyond the human, that pain is to be endured and fades, if it fades, only with time, then God became nothing to me but a dyslexic dog, with neither bark nor bite. I am a natural atheist); indeed, I think it would be impossible to talk of my generation without mentioning television.


I met the beast shortly after we moved to Costa Rica. I believe I had just turned five. It was not my parents’ set, but one lent to them by the embassy. It was a piece of furniture unto itself: large, heavy, wooden, loud, unavoidable. It took as its lair a full third of the den, a space which had previously been my favourite corner. The first time I saw it, it was awake. I had just strode into the den, unaware of the usurper, and the cur, sensing my presence, turned towards me. I stood frozen, staring at its broad, flat, animated face. I would have run away except that my parents, fresh from installing the thing, were sitting side by side in front of it, passive and unafraid. They looked at me, smiled and said words that were not heard. I took the television to be another sort of four-legged animal. A huge, squat dog with pointy ears and a very long thin tail (it was still my understanding that motion, animation, entailed life. I treated the vacuum cleaner — a distant cousin of the elephant — and the washing machine — a relative of the raccoon — with the greatest respect. My mother’s cold and unceremonious manner with them filled me with private offence. Upon her departure I would pet and kiss them and whisper words of appreciation). But though I liked most animals, I warmed to the beast television only with time and misgiving. There was something about its size and behaviour that did not sit well with me. Unlike the washing machine, I felt the television was selfish and uncaring. With only two exceptions — at which times it mesmerized me — it would be years before I felt close to television. I much preferred to rock in the rocking chair, listening to music and day-dreaming. I did this for hours at a stretch, a pet rabbit cradled in my hands.


THE FIRST TIME TELEVISION MESMERIZED ME AS A CHILD:


(1) I can’t remember when the idea of love came to me, when I first consciously became aware of this force in human affairs. Clearly I received love before I started returning it, and I returned it before I knew it had a name. But at what moment these emotions I felt — oh, there you are! I am happy; if you smile, I’ll smile; I want to touch you, I want to be with you, don’t let go — lost their cloak of anonymity and entered the dictionary of my mind, I don’t recall. What I do recall is that it was television that formalized my notions of love, that brought together into a unified theory my disparate ideas about it.


It was perhaps a month or two after I first became acquainted with television. To watch it was still a decision that I took with deliberation. “I will watch the television,” I would say, still using the article. I would gather up my favourite blanket (a towel, actually), I would move the rocking chair into position and I would slowly pull on the plastic button, which resisted until it jumped out at me with a loud click, always surprising me. Instantly there would be sound, sound travelling faster than light; then, in succession on the glass screen, a point of light, a line of light, a shudder of light, and finally an expanding rectangle of colourless reality. I would sit and rock myself and do what I had said I would do: watch the television, watch human beings deal with other human beings, indoors and outdoors, in a language (Spanish) I had not as yet absorbed. It bored me completely. When I realized that I could change the beast’s mind with the help of the difficult wheel-like knob, watching became more interesting, a little, but even so I don’t think I ever did it for more than two bored-children hours — that is, ten minutes. Only a full year later, upon discovering the plastic, elastic world of cartoons and having mastered enough Spanish, did I start to watch television regularly.


But at the moment I am talking about, the first time television mesmerized me as a child, when I still watched it out of a sense of technological obligation, one minute was sufficient. Less. I turned the set on, watched for a few seconds, was marked for life, turned it off.


I was alone and in a quiet good mood, receptive to new ideas. The first thing I saw was a fixed image: a simple anatomical drawing of the cross-section of an eye. Next came the fluid images of hundreds of silvery fish swimming as a school. They were like bricks in a magic wall, alternately showing me their long sides, blocking my view, then, with an instant turn, their narrow sides, allowing me to see through them.


I was thunderstruck. Eyes … tears … saltiness … seawater … fish.


I walked to the garden and sat under a tree, my senses bloated, my head racing with the thoughts that come from a sudden understanding of things.


The clear liquid in our eyes is seawater and therefore there are fish in our eyes, seawater being the natural medium of fish. Since blue and green are the colours of the richest seawater, blue and green eyes are the fishiest. Dark eyes are somewhat less fecund and albino eyes are nearly fishless, sadly so. But the quantity of fish in an eye means nothing. A single tigerfish can be as beautiful, as powerful, as an entire school of seafaring tuna. That science has never observed ocular fish does nothing to refute my theory; on the contrary, it emphasizes the key hypothesis, which is: love is the food of eye fish and only love will bring them out. So to look closely into someone’s eyes with cold, empirical interest is like the rude tap-tap of a finger on an aquarium, which only makes the fish flee. In a similar vein, when I took to looking at myself closely in mirrors during the turmoil of adolescence, the fact that I saw nothing in my eyes, not even the smallest guppy or tadpole, said something about my unhappiness and lack of faith in myself at the time.


This theory has accompanied me all my life, like a small friend perched on my shoulder, like a pocket-sized god. I expose it at length here, but under that tree in the garden, aged five, after that epiphanous moment of television, I only sensed its rudimentary elements. It developed as I gained insights and knowledge. For example, a joke I overheard one day among teenage boys as I was hurrying by — I didn’t understand the joke, I was afraid of the boys, but it linked girls with the smell of fish — made me see that the fishiness of love goes beyond the eyes. Over the years the theory became enormously complex, a system, really, with countless ramifications, the sort of scientific arcana likely to be fully understood only by children and Albert Einstein.


I no longer believe in eye fish in fact, but still do in metaphor. In the passion of an embrace, when breath, the wind, is at its loudest and skin at its saltiest, I still nearly think that I could stop things and hear, feel, the rolling of the sea. I am still nearly convinced that, when my love and I kiss, we will be blessed with the sight of angelfish and sea-horses rising to the surface of our eyes, these fish being the surest proof of our love. In spite of everything, I still profoundly believe that love is something oceanic.




*





My time as a rabbit was closely related to that strange condition called sleep. I would lie in bed, looking up at the ceiling, thinking, “This is ridiculous. I am lying here, wide awake, waiting. But what am I waiting for?” I would look to my left and right. “There’s no one here except me! There’s nothing to do. I should get up.”


But I wouldn’t. There was something inexpressibly comfortable about this lying in horizontal softness, cosily blanketed, in well-lit darkness. I would continue waiting, passively impatient, for it (no antecedent). Then I would casually look down and see that my hand was a furry white paw. “Heavens! I’m asleep,” I would realize, and in so doing I would wake up. I remember this nightly transformation in Costa Rica with absolute lucidity. Not the process — the shrinking in size or the stretching of my ears and legs, although, if I close my eyes and concentrate, I can nearly feel the growing of my soft, thick fur — not the process, but the result: a medium-sized rabbit, brown and white except for the tips of my ears, which were black. I would immediately leap out of bed. I would hop to great heights on my powerful hind legs, jump from my bed to the chest and back. I would stand and do one, two, three somersaults in a row. I would dance, pounding the carpeted floor with gleeful mania. There was nothing I couldn’t do, for though I was small and thin my body was (and always has been) faithful to me. It did my bidding. Only the fridge frustrated me, when I attempted to open it to get a carrot, and even this was not for lack of strength, but for lack of height. (Reach was also a problem the time I slipped a carrot beneath my mattress before going to bed. I placed it beyond my bunny grasp and subsequently forgot about it. It was discovered three years later, quite green.)


We had pet rabbits in the garden, real permanent ones that my parents had bought to my delight. But I never ventured out to play with them when I myself was a rabbit. Once I did go to the glass doors at the back of the living-room to look out into the garden, and Salt, Pepper, Boot and Butterfly came up to the doors and we stood forepaw to glass to forepaw, staring at each other. But I realized then, looking into their dark eyes, that these rabbits were strangers to me, and children do not seek the company of strangers. I was glad for the glass between us.


My clearest memory of my time as a rabbit is of a gesture I made with my forepaws to scratch my ears. No, not scratch. It was more like a stretching, a stretching of the ears. I would stand them very erect, lower my head and then run my forepaws over them, flattening them against my head, first the right ear, then the left, then both at the same time. It was a quick, round motion which I repeated several times. Afterwards my ears felt alert and tingly. I could twitch and hone them to the smallest, most distant sounds — a curtain rustling in the dining-room, a floorboard cracking arthritically in the living-room, a sudden respiration from my sleeping father, why, even the stars blinking. There’s nothing to make you more aware of the roaring pulse of life than minute, nearly inaudible sounds.




*





I started my formal education in 1968 at Jiminy Cricket Kindergarten. It operated in English, but my parents had no choice. At the time it was the only quality kindergarten in San José.
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So it was that, by a mere whim of geography, I went to school in English, played outside in Spanish and told all about it at home in French. Each tongue came naturally to me and each had its natural interlocutors. I no more thought of addressing my parents in English than I did of doing arithmetic in my head in French. English became the language of my exact expression, but it expressed thoughts that somehow have always remained Latin.




The earliest incidence of violence in my life occurred at Jiminy Cricket. A maladjusted boy attacked me for no reason. He pulled my hair and bit me on the neck. I was too young then to be a coward and we clashed in a fierce fight. The teacher separated us and I vaguely remember the two of us hanging in mid-air at the end of her arms, swinging like pendulums. We were put to bed for enforced naps. I peed in my sleep and the teacher called the embassy and my father came to get me.


The boy who attacked me remained not only in the same school as me for the next three years, but in the very same class. We were together the rest of that year at Jiminy Cricket, and in grades 1 and 2 at Abraham Lincoln Academy. But he never got so close to me again. With blond hair that was long and dishevelled one week, crew-cut the next, and staring brown eyes, he was a sullen boy who kept to himself and had no friends. But from the other side of the bars of his imaginary cage he watched me, watched me intently all the time, for three years, especially when I was with Noah. Sometimes our eyes met, but even now I’m not sure I could read those eyes. He would be the first to look down, after a second or two, but only, I know, to look back as soon as I had turned. Perhaps he loved me.





My parents were early feminists and they did not use the word “opposite” when speaking of the sexes. Indeed, why should they be considered opposite? The word is aggressive, defines by negation, says very little. The sexes are complementary, said my parents — a more complicated word which they explained to me by analogy. Male and female were like rain and soil. Except that whereas they were speaking of sex, of impersonal details of biology, I understood them to be speaking of love, elaborating on what I already knew. The universe struck me then as amazingly well engineered. Imagine: somewhere out there, totally separate, of independent origin, was a sexual organ tailored to suit mine, to suit me. I set out to find my complementary sexual organ, my true love.


There is no greater mystery than this, the mystery of cathexis. Why do some people make the fish crowd our eyes, and others leave them utterly fishless? Is love some unique food that will feed only our fish? Or is it whatever food happens to be nearby when our fish get hungry? I have no idea why I fell in love with Noah Rabinovitch. It was too long ago. Memory is sometimes a distant spectator which can name emotions but not convey them, and this is the case here. To be sure, in some way Noah was my complement. When I was alone I was happy and whole, but when we were together the whole was greater. There was an added brightness to things, a greater and deeper perspective. But I could say the same thing, to only a slightly lesser degree, of other people, even of animals and objects. There was more to it than that. Only I don’t know what. I think I remember that I liked the way Noah walked. He walked, therefore I loved him.


One day, as my mother arrived at the kindergarten to pick me up, I informed her that I had found my future wife and I proudly pointed to Noah, who was new at Jiminy Cricket. His father was an Israeli diplomat and they had just arrived in Costa Rica, mid-year. Noah came up to my mother, extended his hand and said he was pleased to meet his future mother-in-law. (Noah was sickeningly polite.) But then he had the effrontery to add that I would be his wife, and the two of us started again on the same tiresome argument we had had all morning, which I thought was settled. For some reason, neither of us wanted to be the wife.


My mother interrupted us by asking me why I thought Noah would be my wife. There are some circumstances where one cannot blurt out, “Parce que je l’aime!” “Because I love him!” “¡Porque le amo!” I was more concrete: Noah had the sexual organ complementary to mine. Did he, she replied, an uncontrollable smile running across her face, my first clue that I had missed something. She took my hand, said goodbye to Noah in English and we headed for the car. I clearly remember turning as we were walking off and bleating, with infinite sadness in my voice, “Bye, Noah,” for in a vague way I realized that I had just lost my husband. Before opening the car door for me, my mother bent down and gave me an unwanted hug and a kiss. On the way home she gave me the first facts of my sexual persona. Things were far more limited than my open mind had imagined. There were in fact only two sexes, not infinite numbers. And those little bums and little fingers that I had seen in the various I’ll-show-you-mine-if-you-show-me-yours exercises I had conducted were the complementary sexual organs in question, all two of them, one little bum for one little finger. I was amazed. This question of complementarity referred merely to a vulgar point of biology, an anatomical whim? The menu for ocular fish had only two items on it? And it was decided in advance which they could select, either little bum or little finger, steak or chicken? What kind of a restaurant is that, Mother? I had indeed noticed only little bums and little fingers so far, but I thought this was simply a reflection of the small size of my sample. (In a similar vein, though most of my coevals at Jiminy Cricket were white, on the basis of the skin colour of a few of them, reinforced by things I had seen on television and in magazines, I was quite confident that there existed people who were black, brown, yellow, red, blue, orange, perhaps even striped.) But no, there were only two, my mother insisted. Even more astonishing, she said that little bums were to be found exclusively in girls and little fingers exclusively in boys. Girls, by definition, were females with little bums who could only be wives. Boys, by definition, were males with little fingers who could only be husbands. I should remember these permutations for there were no others. No, husbands could not be girls. No, a wife could not marry another wife. No, no, no.


In the time of a brief car ride I became an indubitable boy, I discovered one of my defining characteristics and the universe, up till then myriad, broke into two camps. I was grief-stricken.
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Friends? Oh, Mother. I was given permission to love, yet I could sense — I cannot quite explain how—that oceans were now trapped in aquariums. She must be mistaken, I thought. I kept at her, convinced that there had been a misunderstanding. But I was so immeasurably confused that I could only approach the matter from the small end, this niggling point of biology.
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She smiled. She’d got it right, she thought.


Many biology classes later, when I learned that plants do in fact have a sexuality, when I fully understood the terms pistil, stamen and pollen, I discovered with pleasure the slow, charged sexuality of nature. No wonder spring was such a sensuous time. Trees were not hard, irritable things, but discreetly orgasmic beings moaning at a level too deep for our brutish ears. And flowers were quick explosive orgasms, like making love in the shower.


As for Noah Rabinovitch and the strange mutilatory practices of the Jews, it would be a while yet before I understood that his clipped foreskin complemented something other than my own penis.


The next day at recess we hid around the corner and I offered right away, happily, to be his wife.


“Okay,” he said, as casually as if I had just offered him a marble rather than my life. “Here, look what I’ve got,” he added, pulling out of his pocket a brand new Coca-Cola yo-yo. “Let’s go play with it.” And he walked off, his disappointed and disgruntled wife in tow.


My relationship with Noah was nonetheless deeply satisfying. On the outside we appeared and behaved like no more than the best of friends (her word), but on the inside I felt that wonderful, sizzling feeling, the basis of all love: complicity.


Noah disappeared from my life as suddenly as he had appeared. Prime Minister Levi Eshkol died of a heart attack on February 26, 1969. Golda Meir replaced him. In the long domino-chain of changes that this brought about, a distant, painful one was the recall in the summer of 1970, at the end of grade 1, of diplomat Etan Rabinovitch to Jerusalem after barely a year and a half at his new posting.


I spent my last year in Costa Rica a widow. For company I had only the beast television, which I watched avidly, expressing my dislike of it by sitting far away, and the boy who had attacked me, this savage on the periphery of my playground.




Though I was interested in the sex of others, I don’t recall as a child being very curious about my own penis. It was the organ with which I urinated, a casual part of my identity, c’est tout. By an imperceptible cultural osmosis I gathered that it was a “private” part, but this did not turn it into a source of interest, let alone of shame or embarrassment. It was private in much the same way that a bedroom is: guests are invited to sit and chat in the living-room, and only once they have achieved a sufficient degree of intimacy may they be shown around the house and see the bedroom. At puberty my level of interest would change dramatically and my penis would become the object of dedicated attention, the source of a pleasure so powerful that I might call it extraterrestrial, but even then I never felt that this small member — for that is what it is — was an inspiration for architecture or organization charts or anything else.


I have a black and white photo of me when I was very young, perhaps three. I am outside on a hot sunny day, naked and standing at the top of some wooden steps. I am holding onto my adored, tattered towel. The photographer, my father, is below me and I am looking at him gravely. I am not yet inhibited by modesty — the way I stand then, every square inch of my skin is equally presentable. My sex seems very large for the size of me. Perhaps sexual organs have their own rate of growth, or get started earlier. Yet it’s tiny: a scrotum like half a walnut shell and a penis attached to it that is no more than a stubby cylinder of skin. But what really surprises me is the way the two float on the surface of my body. Atop my layer of baby fat, they seem unconnected and unimportant. They are there, but they could be elsewhere, like a large mole — and could seemingly be excised like a large mole by a simple operation should they become malignant. There is no hint of how deeply rooted in me they are, how, in a way, they are half of me, and how the point at which they join my body is a fulcrum.





A short time after that momentous car ride with my mother, I showed her a thick, juicy worm I had captured in the garden.
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My mother, a cool woman, a woman who always displayed grace under pressure, hardly squirmed. She carefully gathered up the papers she was working on from beneath my dangling worm, and she looked at it and at me. 
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Both male and female! I looked closely at this supreme brown creature as it twisted limply in my fingers. Both! How extraordinary.
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I carried away this miracle of the universe. Every time the words occurred to me — “Both male and female!” — I was amazed anew. Surely if God existed — ? — He, She, It must have the wriggly blunt head of a worm. I looked up at the sky. I could see it very well: an enormous, beautiful worm circling the earth, gracefully moving around and through the white clouds. I played with Jesus Christ for a few minutes and then cut them up into very small pieces with a sharp knife, trying to find their sex organs. Both female and male. Incredible.




*





I am puzzled now by this knack for torture that I had as a child. For long before the beautiful, forsaken worm, I martyred  a snail. Our house in Costa Rica had an enclosed garden that teemed with life. One day, while exploring this, my dominion, behind a fringe of leaves, I came upon the largest snail I had ever seen. It was making its way up the wall. I dislodged it with my finger and it tumbled to the ground. I picked it up. Seconds later the discombobulated creature oozed out of its shell, eyes sallying forth to assess the situation. What extraordinary eyes! Translucent white tentacles with ocular black dots at the end, like others I had seen, but never of this magnitude. I was seduced by these eyes. That there could be fish so minuscule as to swim freely in them astounded me. I fetched a pair of scissors. But try as I might, the black dot retreated into the grey-green flesh before I could cut it off and release the seawater. By then the small animal was as fully extended out of its shell as it could be, slowly twisting this way and that, obviously trying to apprehend what was holding it so fixedly. On one of its contortions it came into contact with a blade of the scissors. It held onto it and began to pull itself along the cutting edge, its sticky pad overflowing the sides, its strange harelip mouth leading the way. After a centimetre or two I closed the scissors, catching the creature between the eyes and slicing its head in two. It gave a spastic shudder and retreated into its shell. A liquid started to drip. I tossed the shell; I considered crushing it, but did not. Torturing the soft is one thing; torturing the hard, another.


I burned ants with a magnifying glass. I starved two small turtles to death. I asphyxiated lizards in jars. I exploded spiders with firecrackers. I poured salt on slugs. I attempted to drown frogs and, when they would not drown, I threw them against the wall of a boat-house and watched them float upside down in the water. I killed a huge toad by throwing broken roof tiles at it (the creature never moved, only slumped and ceased to live. I don’t mean to anthropomorphize it, but I do wonder what it was thinking, and in what terms. Not anger or bitterness, though a toad’s aspect conveys these, but surely that universal emotion of the organic: fear. “I’m going to die, I don’t want to die. I’m going to die, I don’t want to die. I’m going to die, I don’t want to die. I’m —”). I committed these atrocities in solitude, without glee, deliberately. Each cruelty, each final spasm of life, resonated in me like a drop of water falling in a silent cave.


SIX MORNING DELINQUENT ACTS I PARTICIPATED IN:


(1) From the doorstep of a house, took a bottle of freshly delivered milk, carefully removed the cardboard top with the tip of a knife, drank a sip and then urinated in the bottle just enough to bring the level of liquid back to what it had been. Replacing the top, returned the bottle to the doorstep. Seven or eight times, until Eckhardt dropped a bottle and it shattered and we fled in terror.


(2) Put toothpaste in car locks. Numerous times.


(3) Deflated tires. Numerous times.


(4) Poured sugar in a car’s gas tank. Once.


(5) Drilled a hole at the base of a magnificent cactus as tall as a house, introduced a firecracker into the hole and lit it, the cactus falling over like a tree, its arms breaking off to reveal strange, sweaty green flesh. Once.


(6) Set a long L-shaped hedgerow on fire. Once.




*





The emotional nadir of my life as a child came during a walk on a beach in Guatemala. I was seven, perhaps just eight. It was a desolate Third World beach hugged by low, ugly buildings. To my right was plastic refuse thrown up by the sea. To my left was plastic refuse thrown down by humanity. A heavy, grey sky. Not a single being within sight. I could have been drowning, no one to save me. I walked along, already in a fragile mood. Up ahead, an indeterminate object lay on the beach. It slowly materialized. It was a large sea turtle, over a metre long, lying on its back, dead — oh, very dead. Its head hung back, the leathery neck exposed, the sharp lipless mouth open, the black eyes staring. Who would do this to such a beautiful creature? Who would deliberately overturn it to let it die thus slowly? For no purpose, for this was no soup in the making. While these questions dragged me down, I heard a yelp behind me. I turned. A small three-legged dog was running up to me. Its left foreleg was gone, the stump messy and gnarled. The animal yelped at me but carefully made a circle around me, sniffing the turtle only, secure in the knowledge that the dead can give no blows, no kicks. There was a sinking in me, a collapsing such as I had never felt before. It was at this moment, long before I learned the words, that I first felt it, blowing through me like a frigid prairie gust: nothingness, nullity, vacuity, the void — life, consciousness, as being something as superfluous as a television left on in an empty room. I felt that if I made a wiping motion in front of my eyes, a swath of black would appear in the air, and in my hand the torn, bunched-up surface of reality, the wrinkled picture of a maimed dog sniffing a dead turtle. I couldn’t take my eyes off the turtle’s belly. What struck me was not its apparent hardness, or its colour (banana black and yellow) or the patterns (curious, softly delineated rectangles that I would recognize years later in the Inca stone walls of Peru), but its slight inward curve. I felt very strongly that this curve fitted exactly the curve of the earth. In my mind I could see the round earth, and on this round earth a bump of a turtle hugging it. And it was good, it was the order of things. This inversion here, baby curve facing away from mother curve, facing the great emptiness of the universe, was a barbarity.


But was there not an element of necessity to this killing? This was the question that cracked through the wall of my happiness, through my security. What I had here, I sensed, was nihilism, the deliberate wrecking of being to assert being in the face of non-being. To insult, otherwise not to exist. To strike, even if in vain, at this sterile abundance of stupid life.


The final thought emerged: “This turtle — good thing it was overturned before my arrival, for I couldn’t have managed it on my own.” I backed away and returned to our hotel, the dog following me a little way before vanishing. Two days later I cried for hours in bed before falling asleep. And again some months later.




*





We moved to Paris. We were staying in a hotel before moving into our repainted apartment, but on the second day a French painter and his Canadian wife came to see us. Philippe and Sharon were friends of friends paying us a courtesy visit, but they and my parents hit it off so instantly and famously that spontaneously, sincerely, they invited us to stay with them, an invitation my parents accepted with delight.


Two days later, in the early evening, the doorbell rang and it was a man. He was the very portrait of misery: tense, tired, embarrassed, clearly distraught. Not in French but in halting English, which Philippe understood only a little, he introduced himself: a friend of mutual German acquaintances. They had given him Philippe’s name and address in Paris. The man held up the paper on which the information was written. Stammering, with the difficulty of one not used to asking for help, he asked for help, which Philippe, without hesitation, extended. He invited the man in. He offered him a seat and a glass of wine and the man began to explain himself. It came out that he was Czech, a lawyer, that his brother had just been killed in circumstances that I did not understand, that he and his family had fled Czechoslovakia in catastrophe, leaving behind their belongings, their lives, everything, that they were now lost and confused, that — that they were now lost and confused, he said once again. And sat there, lost and confused. And shaking.


Everything that could be done on the outside to try to make the inside happy was done. While Philippe, my father and the Czech, Pavel, went to get his wife and his daughter, who were waiting at a café, the table was set, food was prepared, the corks from red wine bottles were drawn and bed-sheets were brought out.


I suppose that in reality she entered the house exhausted and unhappy, sticking close to her mother, dressed in a slightly dirty white dress with embroidery of bright red and purple, her hair tied in a fraying French braid. But to me she was an apparition of sudden, extravagant beauty. I neither saw nor heard Eva’s contrite apologies and thank-yous in her approximate French, or Pavel’s echoes of the same in his English or Sharon and Philippe’s assurances that neither apologies nor thank-yous were necessary. I only paid attention to Marisa, who looked about and sensed the warmth. I don’t know if I was part of that warmth, but she looked at me, then away and around, then back at me, and smiled. My chest tightened.


She gave off sunshine. She had thick, crinkly blonde hair, skin that was honey-coloured, very dark eyes and a face so clear and open that years later, when Tito and I were hiking in the Himalayas and there was a change of wind and suddenly, in an explosion of clarity that cut my breath short, we beheld the mountain Nanga Parbat in its massive, microscopically accurate entirety, the first word, the only word, that came to my lips was her long-forgotten name. She was my age, eight, and she spoke, as far as I could tell, no language known to humanity beyond the Esperanto of our first names. We looked at each other, mutually surprised at the gibberish the other was speaking. But she smiled again.


After a quick clean-up, all of us, the French, the Canadians and the Czechs, sat down to eat. The Czechs ate hungrily; I, who was beside Marisa, hardly at all.


Pavel and Eva were beginning to relax and they and my parents and Philippe and Sharon started on one of those endless conversations that adults specialize in. I don’t recall any of this blah-blah-blah-blah on art, politics and life. How could I, when Marisa was next to me? After she had finished stuffing into her mouth all the food her body could possibly take, she sat back. She watched her parents for a few seconds, then shot me a side glance that transfixed me. We began — in spite of not sharing a common tongue — to communicate, although I’m not sure what. She whispered to me in her sweet East European Chinese and I whispered back in a French that I thought painfully clear and boring, but she seemed happy enough, for she replied right away each time, hardly letting me finish. The only word she spoke that I understood, the most powerful word in her language, was my name, which she said four or five times, each time dazing me for a few seconds.


Though we were the ones whispering and the adults the ones talking, quite energetically sometimes, to my ears it was the reverse: their intercourse was a distant muttering, near silence, while Marisa’s unintelligibility came through loud and clear.


A strangled cry from Pavel abruptly ended our intimacy. His face was congested, he was biting one of his index fingers and he was staring at the table. His eyes were watery. Marisa’s face lost its good cheer. In a voice several notes higher than normal, she asked a question of her father. There followed a brief exchange of Czech between father, mother and daughter. Marisa seemed on the verge of tears. I felt I had lost her.


This display of adult emotion was taken to signal that it was time we children went to bed. Then fate took one of those turns that change a life for ever. Philippe and Sharon’s house, while generous in its open spaces, was not especially large, and accommodating six adults and two children was a challenge. It was decided expeditiously that Marisa and I would sleep in the same bed.


Just like that, with the casualness of an afterthought — thanks perhaps to the wine — passion was thrust into my life.


I was ready long before her. In a minute flat, teeth and hair were brushed, clothes were etc., and I lay in bed, eagerly patient. Meanwhile, she was bathed and dried. I don’t remember what I was thinking, but most probably, like adults about to make love, I was deeply content with the here and now, and not going much beyond the rapid and circular thoughts that constitute anticipation.


Looking serious and composed, she appeared at the doorstep of the bedroom, a beauty in a white nightgown at the centre of an explosion of frizz. From the foot of the bed she crawled on all fours, like a lion, to her assigned spot, and she entered the den of our sheets next to an excited, expectant gazelle — me. Her hair overflowed her pillow. We were goodnighted and kissed by the crowd of parents. Normally I couldn’t fall asleep without this ceremony, but that night I wanted it to go as fast as a baton passing in a relay sprint. Instead, it lasted like a scene in a Noh drama.
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What did that mean, ne dérange pas Marisa, don’t bother Marisa? I narrowed my eyes. If my parents had died that second I would have been delighted.


Finally, with the clicking of a light-switch and the snapping of a latch, they left.


I could smell her. She smelt wonderful, and I took this not as an artifice — some soap, some shampoo — but as a natural emanation. The fragrance of beauty. It is amazing how smells can pull one back into the past. I think that if I smelled that shampoo again today I could practically materialize Marisa in front of me.


We lay side by side, pyjamaed from head to toe, looking up at the ceiling, the darkness made limpid by the moonlight coming in from the window, and she quiet, and me, me? me! — thrilled to my core. And quiet too, just soaking in the thrill, deliciously swept away, deliciously passive. To be this close to Marisa, within inches of certain adventurous strands of her hair — I asked for nothing more. If we had fallen asleep at that moment, I would still have remembered that night for ever.


She rustled a little, adjusting her nightgown. She turned to me and spoke.
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German? Not that I spoke a word of the language, but in Costa Rica, two houses down from us, I had had a friend, Eckhardt, whose parents were German immigrants.


I replied in the language which, by virtue of being my third and last, was. the most foreign to me and therefore, surely, the closest to Czech.
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I said this nervously, amazed at my boldness. I would ask my father to get her a double, one scoop of honey vanilla with nuts and another of white chocolate. She was on her side with her head propped up. A few strands of hair fell across her face. She tossed them back.
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She sat up and to my amazement began to gather up her nightgown in her hands, and then pulled it off over her head. Her hair cascaded down.
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Her hands reached for my pyjama top. I sat up and she helped me take it off. We remained sitting for a few moments, looking at each other. I suppose she had a chest very much like mine: flat, with two pale round nipples. Except that hers was a touch golden. She smiled.


We lay down and she turned me around so that I had my back to her. Her arm came up and around me. She held me plainly and openly, our bodies tightly fitted to each other, our skins touching, hers very warm, my head resting in her soft, rebellious hair. My eyes were open, but I was more aware of smell and touch than of vision. I felt dizzy.




[image: ]





Her hands made her meaning clear. I turned slowly, ever so slowly, like the planet Earth turning towards daylight. When she spoke, when she breathed, I could feel it against my face. We continued to whisper sweet Hispano-Teutonic nothings.


At a pause, she closed her eyes, covered three inches of space and kissed me on the lips.
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“Oui, je sais. Mais il est
invisible. Pour étre male ou
femelle, une chose doit
étre vivante, bouger d’elle-
méme, et étre visible.”

“Alors Cest pour ¢a, les
microscopes? Pour voir le
sexe des petites choses?”

“Tiens, regarde, une
vache.”

“Elle est femelle ou male,
cette vache?”

Ma meére regarda. “Clest
une vache femelle.”

“Yes, I know. But it’s in-
visible. To be male or
female, a thing has to be
alive, move on its own, and
be visible.”

“So that’s what
microscopes are for? To find
out the sex of small things?”

“Oh look, a cow.”

“Is that cow female or
male?”

My mother looked. “It’s a
female cow.”
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“En fait, les deux. Le ver “Well, as a matter of fact
de terre est 2 la fois mile et it’s both. The worm is both
femelle. C’est une exception  male and female. It’s an

P
alaregle.” exception to the rule.”
e P
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“Ahhh.”

Un moment de réflexion.

“Alors il est femelle ou
male, cet arbre?”

“Non. Seulement les étres
vivants — et qui bougent.”

“Mais il bouge, l'arbre.
Et tous les autres. Regarde.”

“Oui, mais c’est le vent
¢a. Ils doivent bouger d’eux-
mémes. Vivants, et qui
bougent d’eux-mémes.”

“Il est quoi, le vent?
Femelle ou male?”

“Non, non, non. Le vent
n'est pas un étre vivant.”

“Mais il bouge!”

“Ohhh.”

A pregnant pause.

“So that tree, is it female
or male?”

“No. Only things that
are alive — and move.”

“But it is moving. And all
the others, too. Look.”

“Yes, but that’s the wind.
They have to move on their
own. Things that are alive,
and move on their own.”

“What's the wind?
Female or male?”

“No, no, no. The wind
isn’t a living thing.”

“But it moves!”
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“Gros caca!” “Big pooh!”
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Il était un petit navire
Qui n’avait jamais navigué

Ohé ohé!

Il entreprit un long voyage
Sur la mer Méditerranée

Ohé ohé!

Au bout de cinq 4 six semaines
Les vivres vinrent & manquer

Ohé ohé!

There was once a little ship
That had never sailed to sea

Ahoy ahoy!

It set sail on a long trip
On the Mediterranean Sea

Ahoy ahoy!

After five or six long weeks

There was no food left at all
Ahoy ahoy!
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“Tu seras bilingue. Méme “You'll be bilingual. Even
trilingue,” qu’ils me dirent. trilingual,” they told me.
“Trés canadien.” “Very Canadian.”
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