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         There’s really only one thing that’s worse than the crappiest zombie nightmare returning night after night. It’s the sign carrying the name of the school psychiatrist, Jeanette Ølholm. That sign kept returning too, apparently, because now I was staring at it again.

         It was our headteacher, Klaus Mosquitonette, who had ordered me to visit the head-peeper and told me that if I didn’t have a proper talk with her, I’d be on crossing patrol duty for multiple schools around Copenhagen. And if we went to school camp, I’d be on crossing patrol duty there as well. That would mean wearing a lousy, yellow vest in order to stop insane cars from racing around our schools. If only one was allowed a police gun or something. That nasty headteacher-arse sucked big time and was completely mental. I had asked why Mohammed didn’t need to see a psychologist. He had been on the trip to India as well and had experienced the same things as me. The headteacher just said that it would be a waste of money to have the psychologist speak with him, so Mohammed got away with clipping the hedges at Klaus Mosquitonette’s house instead.

         “Hey, whassup, my sick homie, Iqbal Farooq, dickhead number one,” yelled Alvin, who was new in our class.

         He was hanging out with Umfufu.

         “Hey what’s up, dog?”

         “Hey, man, Iqbalo! Alvin says that psycho-witch is brainwashing you so hard that your brain is turning into a raisin,” Umfufu said and continued, “I don’t get it, Iqbal, because in Uganda psychologists are called something else. We have a witch doctor, and he has the sickest herb, and all you have to do is eat that, and then you shit for two weeks. And if that doesn’t help, then you get a massive kick in the arse, and oddly enough, that makes you all better right away. You know, Africa-style, right.”

         “That’s frigging why Africa is Africa and India is the future.”

         “What are you talking about, Alvin? It was in frigging India that Iqbal was snatched by a bunch of crazy cannibals. Isn’t that right, Iqbal?”

         Suddenly the door was flung open, and she stood there looking at me while drooling a little. Jeanette Ølholm.

         “Why, it’s you, Iqbal. Oh, you best believe I’ve been looking forward to you enriching my life with another one of your adventures. Oh, Iqbal, Iqbal,” she said and skittered around me.

         Alvin and Umfufu just stared, first at her and then at me and then back at her.

         “Iqbal, you should probably go in there and give that psycho-witch some enrichment,” Alvin said, and then they cried with laughter.

         “Oh, Iqbal, don’t you listen to them at all, and especially not to that Alvin. He looks just awful. Remember, it’s all about putting your foot down. Breathe all the way into your stomach and trust yourself. Now turn around, and let’s use some giraffe language. Why don’t you tell Alvin and Umfufu that it’s not okay to violate your boundaries and your inner little girl?”

         Alvin and Umfufu looked at each other and cracked up laughing again. I wasn’t at all in the mood to talk about girls in my stomach, or whatever she was talking about, so I just walked into Jeanette Ølholm’s office.

         She closed the door behind me, but I could still hear Alvin, that little psycho, yelling something about us playing with dolls.

         “You can just lie down on the couch, Iqbal, and then we’ll start from the beginning. It’s a very serious and traumatic thing that happened to you, so we have to get you to open up about it completely. You know, a bit like opening a clam, as we psychologists like to say. Yes, well, it’s not that I think you’re actually a clam, but you know what I mean, don’t you, itty-bitty Iqbal-hun?”

         “Um, what are you talking about with all that hun-shit?”

         “Oh, I’m very sorry about that, but I get these hot flushes when you’re here. Yes, I must say, a woman at my age can’t really handle all of this hullabaloo that you southern, exotic people kind of represent.”

         “But didn’t you want me to talk and open up?”

         “Oh, that’s exactly what you need to do, darling, and look, I’m ready now with my notepad and pen, and now you just take a deep breath, and I’m ready for you.”

         I looked around. I hadn’t been there for a while. She still had the big painting on the wall, depicting a bald, smiling man who was swimming with dolphins. And he still looked like a giant, happy dick in the painting.

         “Hey, that picture of the man that looks like a giant dick, why does he smile so much?”

         “Oh my, so you see a giant, um, yes, a giant dick. Well, I guess people see, what they want to see, Iqbal. But I have to tell you that it’s not a giant dick. It’s art, Iqbal, and it’s just a man swimming with dolphins.”

         “Pretty sick, man.”

         “Yes, yes, Iqbal, now it’s about you, and you need to relax completely and tell me when all of this started. No avoiding the subject, that is what we psychologists call… um… avoiding the subject.”

         “But we call it that too…”

         “Now, Iqbal, you are doing it again.”

         “But…”

         “Iqbal.”

         I tried to concentrate and suddenly realised when everything went wrong.

         “It all started with Uncle. Yes, now I remember, it was Uncle, that arsehole, and the ring that he sold on Istedgade.”

         “Oh, was your Uncle Rafig the cause of everything again? Yes, I’m really glad that you survived it all. And I must say, Iqbal, with everything that I’ve read in the papers, I think you will really benefit from speaking with a modern woman. Well, go on, go on, my little friend, and I’ll take notes.”

         “Cool, then check this out, jolly molly, and listen up, baby, because it all started a long time ago…”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
          1
      

            The Gandu-Gandu Dance
      

         

         “What is going on in here, Dad?” I asked and looked around the living room. I had got off from school and thought that I could just go home and chill, but I wasn’t sure that I actually lived here. Dad was running around in a white suit, which was twenty sizes too small, and his stomach hung like thick dough over his trousers, which were about to burst.

         The living room had been transformed into something that I had never seen before: Bollywood music was playing on the stereo, the floor was covered in flowers, the doors were decorated with glitter paper from New Year’s Eve, and a giant picture of the Taj Mahal, a huge castle-like thingy in India, was hanging on the wall.

         “Oh, Iqbal, my little Indian prince. I’m so glad you’re here because I’m trying to recreate the good old days for when your mother comes home from work. You have to sit down on the couch with the others, then I’ll tell you everything.”

         I looked at Tariq and Dindua, who were already sitting on the couch, waiting for an explanation from Dad.

         “He’s sick in the head,” Tariq whispered when I sat down next to him.

         “Is Dad sick?” Dindua asked.

         Tariq and I nodded at the same time and pointed to Dad’s head.

         “He’s completely lost it,” I whispered back as Dad crawled around on the floor and placed every flower petal just right.

         “I can hear you, boys, and no, I am not sick because as you say in Denmark: Love is sight. And so, I am making a vision for your mother.”

         “That’s great Dad, but it’s ‘love is blind’,” Tariq interrupted.

         “Yes, yes, I knew that, but in India we also say that love is sight. Not everything needs to be Danish, right? You’re allowed to keep a little bit of Indian love, right?”

         “Cool, Dad, but what’s up with the flowers and the Taj Mahal castle on the wall?” I asked.

         “Come on, Iqbal, you lamebrained goat,” Tariq said. “Taj Mahal isn’t a castle, it’s a huge chamber tomb in India, and it’s one of the seven Wonders of the World. It was built by the Indian shah, Jahan. He built it for his wife when she died, and then she was buried there,” Tariq explained.

         “Um, yeah, I knew that, okay. As if I didn’t know that, man.”

         “Cool, Iqbal, then you probably also know that Shah Jahan gave his wife one of the world’s most expensive rings. A blue sapphire stone which had been delicately fused with the precious and rare lapis lazuli stone. There’s only one stone like that in the world, wise big brother.”

         “Yes, I had forgotten about that whole Lazy Laila stone, Tariq, but aside from that, I knew everything, okay.”

         “Oh, my brilliant, smart son, Tariq. You definitely get your wisdom from me and your Aunty Fatwa in India,” Dad said and came over to give Tariq a big hug.

         I was mostly scared that his trousers would rip because it wasn’t easy for Dad to move.

         Dad stood in front of the couch.

         “Yes, I can’t really sit down in this suit because it’s been about 20 years since I’ve worn it. It’s gotten a little smaller in the meantime. Well, that’s actually also the reason why I’ve decorated this place, boys. It’s not for you at all, but for your lovely, beautiful mother.”

         Dad told us that he had proposed to Mum 20 years ago in the very same jacket in front of the Taj Mahal in India. And today, he wanted to do it all over again to show Mum his love. Mum had complained the other day that Dad wasn’t romantic enough. Dad had somewhat disagreed and had reminded her that he had just gifted her four new wheel covers for our old 1986 Mazda 626.

         “How did you propose to Mum?” Dindua asked.

         “Well, I bought this very, very beautiful plastic copy of the ring that Shah Jahan had made for his wife.”

         “A copy?” I asked.

         “Yes, my boy. It’s the thing that counts, as we Danes say.”

         “The thought that counts,” Tariq interrupted.

         “Yes, exactly, Tariq, exactly, the thought counts too. And then I surprised your mother. You see, I had agreed with Uncle Rafig that he would stop by with a little package for your mother. And can you guess what was in the package, little, sweet boys?”

         “A copy of the precious ring,” we answered in unison.

         Dad looked at us with tears in his eyes and nodded, and he tried to bend down to give us a hug, but it was a bit of a struggle in the tight trousers, so he settled for a wink.

         “It is so important that you help me make this romantic and cosy for when your mother comes home, then you can be a kind of audience, and we can show your mother how romantic I really am. And, um, and you can applaud a little. If you want.”

         “Why don’t you just ask her out for dinner, Dad?” Tariq asked.

         “Yes, that’s a good point, Tariq, why can’t you just do something normal?”

         “Oh, Iqbal, it is normal in India, and then your mother can see what a romantic I am. And just you wait because in the middle of it all, after your mother has arrived, Rafig will stop by, just like he did in India. And then he is supposed to come in with this little package, and can you guess what he’s bringing this time?”

         “The copy of the precious ring,” we said in unison.

         “Exactly! It may just be a copy, but it’s the same one that I put on your mother’s beautiful finger 20 years ago. And I asked Rafig to wear the same clothes as back then.”

         Suddenly there was a knock on the door and Dad turned around in shock as if it was a ghost.

         “Oh no, I hope it’s not Rafig, that damn dog, because then he is way, way too early,” Dad complained and tried to run to the door. It didn’t go so well. He looked like a robot the way he walked.

         “Oh, I had forgotten all about you, Ali,” we heard Dad say out by the front door.

         “Yes, you ask me to come, and I have animal, so you can be romantic wis your wife,” we heard Ali reply.

         Ali, who’s our Egyptian caretaker, dragged in a giant cage with six to eight chickens. I don’t know who was more startled, us or the chickens.

         “Hello to you, shildren, how are you?” He said and put the cage on the floor.

         “Um, Dad, honestly, man, what’s going on with all of these crazy chickens?” I asked.

         “Yes, first of all, they are not crazy chickens, but completely normal Danish chickens that I’ve ordered from Ali. Yes, I thought that I would recreate the good vibes from India. But it would be pretty difficult to get cows and elephants into the flat, so I thought some chickens would be the next best thing.”

         “You’re not going to let those animals loose in our home, are you, Dad?”

         “Yes, yes, Tariq, but only for a few hours, and then they’re going back to the farm, and in the meantime, Mum will have a great romantic experience.”

         “Romantic experience with a bunch of frigging chickens. You guys aren’t normal, man,” I said.

         “No, no, Iqbal, it’s not friggink shickens, it’s very special kind of shickens I borrowed from family Abdi Krim from Molner Park.”

         Suddenly the room went completely silent as Dad stared at Ali and then at the chickens and then at Ali again. The only sound was a chicken saying cluck.

         “But Ali, I told you that it had to be Danish chickens from an organic farm; first-rate chickens. And now you are standing there telling me that you got them from the Mjølner Park and the family Abdi Krim! So, they’re African chickens then.”

         Dad had turned mailbox red in the face, and when that happens, you know that he is dangerously close to exploding.

         “But it is very hard getink shickens from farm. Danish shickens sold out. I sink: You need shickens now for romance, and I borrow shickens from se family Abdi Krim from Somalia. And sat is only hundred kroner, so you can borrow shickens all night. You happy, Abdi family happy, and your wife romantically happy for shickens. Everybody happy, a hundred kroner is small money.”

         “But dammit. It’s an Indian experience, and I can’t recreate the day from twenty years ago with a bunch of African chickens. It won’t do, and they actually look a bit sick when you look closely,” Dad said and looked at the chickens like some chicken expert.

         “Hey, Dad, it wouldn’t be an Indian evening with Danish chickens either,” Tariq said.

         “No, but that is different, Tariq. We live in Denmark and we do like the Danes.”

         “Danes don’t have chickens in their flats, do they?” Tariq said.

         “That doesn’t matter. I will, under no circumstances, defile my beautiful day of love with a flock of crazy, African chickens. Honestly, boys, what will be next? They’re Somalian chickens, and we don’t even know where they’ve been.”

         “But do you want me to brink shickens back to se family Abdi Krim, and you still pay se hundred kroner price?”

         “Um, do I still have to pay for them. Hmm, well, on second thought, just release the beasts, and then you have to promise me that you won’t tell Mum that they are Somalian chickens. It has to be the perfect night, just like 20 years ago, and nothing can go wrong, nothing.”

         Ali opened the cage and the chickens rushed out, clucking and flapping their wings, feathers flying everywhere. Tariq and I fled onto the window ledge because if there’s one thing we hate, it’s animals, and especially nasty, sick chickens. It wasn’t long before the chickens started shitting on the floor, but Dad just smiled.

         “Yes, look, that’s much better, this actually reminds me of India. Oh, I’m getting all homesick,” Dad sighed and lit some incense sticks.

         Everything stank. It was a weird mix of incense, flower petals, chicken shit, New Year’s Eve paper on the walls, and then the giant picture of Taj Mahal. It all sucked pretty hard.

         Ali quickly disappeared after Dad asked him if he wanted to be a part of recreating the day for Mum. He wasn’t very interested in playing some Indian guy in Dad’s production.

         “Once Mum is sitting in the living room, then Uncle Rafig will show up, completely unexpected, and then one of you boys have to turn up the Bollywood music. Because I’m going to dance all the way to the door and back again with the ring.”

         “Um, what?” Tariq and I exclaimed simultaneously.

         “Yes, I’m going to do a little Indian love dance that men have been performing for thousands of years in India. Yes, it’s an amazing dance that the Indian Gandu-Gandu bird performs as a mating ritual.”

         “But, Dad, you can’t dance,” I said and thought that maybe Dad was a little crazy after all, just like Mr Wibrandt always said.

         “I have been keeping it a secret, but I have been practicing with Christian Visvander Arun Burundi Jacobsen, because even though he is a longhaired hippie clown, he knows his Gandu-Gandu dance.”

         Suddenly we heard Mum let herself in the front door.

         “Quick, boys, pretend like nothing is going on and just sit quietly on the couch,” Dad whispered.

         “No way, man, there’s a helluva nasty chicken on the couch,” I whispered back.

         Dad waddled over to the couch, still like a robot, and shooed the chicken away so that there was space on the couch. And then he walked out to meet Mum just before she entered the living room.

         “Oh my, what is that suit you are wearing, and what is that stink?” Mum asked and looked around the living room in confusion. “What in the world are all of these chickens doing in my living room, Nazem? Did you do something again, Iqbal?”

         “Um, no, it’s not me, dammit, it’s Dad and his sick, African chickens, man. I’m completely innocent.”

         “Danish chickens, thank you very much,” Dad interrupted and tried to smile.

         Mum looked at Dad while she tried to keep a hungry chicken away with one foot, and I think she was waiting for one hell of an explanation.

         “Sweetheart! I know it looks a little, um, yes, a little wrong, but when something seems wrong, then you can expect something good,” Dad said and continued, “The thing is that it’s important that you get comfortable on the couch.”

         “I certainly hope there’s a very, very good explanation for all of this,” she replied.

         “You bet there is. Do you remember 20 years ago when I proposed to you in front of Taj Mahal? It was a lovely summer day, I was wearing the same suit that I am today, and I am going to recreate that exact day now. Because it is exactly 20 years ago.”

         “But, sweetheart, I don’t really remember that suit, but it definitely is a, um, surprise.”

         Dad led Mum to the couch, and she sat down right on top of an egg all the while trying to smile. Dad looked at his watch, then to the door, and then back at his watch.

         “I’ll bet you a grand that Uncle has messed it up,” I whispered at Tariq.

         “Two grands and a kebab from Jute-Hassan that Uncle has forgotten,” Tariq whispered back.

         “What is happening now?” Mum asked.

         “We are waiting for… something,” I said.

         “Waiting? For what?” Mum asked. “Hopefully not more animals, or that type of, um, surprise.”

         “I can’t reveal anything, but it will happen soon, and it’s very exciting, honey,” Dad said and moved his head from side to side, almost on beat.

         I looked at Tariq, who was busy removing feathers from the couch, and Dindua had fallen asleep while petting a chicken. Suddenly the chicken flew a couple of feet into the air, and at the same time there was a knock at the door.

         “Now, sweetheart, here it comes! Do you remember that Rafig showed up out of the blue when we were sitting in front of the Taj Mahal?”

         “Yes, I have no problem remembering that,” Mum smiled.

         “And do you remember that he brought you a little package? And now, hold your breath, because it’s time for the good old, famous Gandu-Gandu dance and a surprise in your honour.”

          
      

         I don’t think I’ll ever forget what happened next because it was totally far out. Dad tried to put his hands above his head, and his shirt rode up, and a roll of fat escaped. He kicked in every direction to look like some crazy, red-beaked bird from India while doing his Gandu-Gandu moves. Only problem was that he couldn’t move in the tight suit. And suddenly, as he was trying to dance his way to the front door like a total idiot, the suit ripped, both across his back and his arse. At the same time he slipped on the flower petals and skidded around like some figure skater until he got a hold of the door frame right in front of Uncle, who had apparently let himself in.

         “It’s all good,” Dad assured us, and he looked at us while he swore about the damn suit.

         “Do you want us to clap now?” Dindua asked.

         “I think that’s a bad idea, sweetie,” Mum whispered.

         Uncle was standing in the doorway with a cardboard box, in a suit that was at least ten sizes too big. He put down the box and looked Dad up and down.

         “Oh, so you’re the one who nicked my old suit,” he said and pounded Dad on the back while laughing like a hyena.

         “What the hell are you talking about, Rafig? Are you wearing my suit?” Dad asked.

         “Well, we must have got the suits mixed up,” Uncle continued howling.

         Mum, Dindua, Tariq and I sat on the couch and were bursting with laughter at the sight of Dad in his ruined suit and Uncle in a circus tent.

         “This is super romantic,” Tariq whispered.

         “I heard that!” Dad said and tried to smile as if everything was fine.

         Then Uncle tried to pull Dad out of the living room and into the hallway, but Dad stayed put because it was time for the big moment.

         “Just stay there,” Dad said and smiled at Mum with his eyes.

         “Oh, we’re not going anywhere, that’s for sure,” Mum answered and tried to keep a straight face.

         “That sounds good,” Dad said and held his hand out to Uncle without looking away from Mum. “I’ll need the ring now.”

         “Yes, yes,” Uncle smiled back. “But let’s have something to eat first because it’s super bad luck to propose on an empty stomach. You know… bad karma if you don’t…”

         Dad looked at Uncle. “Yes? Bad karma if you don’t…?”

         “Have food in your tumma!” Uncle smiled. “Yes, that’s how it goes, the good old Indian saying: Bad karma if you don’t have food in your tumma!”

         “I didn’t ask for a poet, now did I, Rafig?”

         “No, no, Nazem, but it’s about food. I got us some delicious food for the entire family. Yes, I thought that today it would be my treat. Because I would always give my life for my family, and that’s you.” Uncle pointed to all of us, and he ended on Mum and winked at her.

         “You are the most important people in my life, and we are there for each other through thick and thin, good or bad.”

         “Hmm, I’ve never heard that you’re not supposed to propose on an empty stomach,” Dad said.

         “I have a bad feeling about this,” Tariq said.

         “Calm down, Tariq, you too, Nazem. You have to remember that today is a really special and very romantic day, so I just stopped by Psycho Josef, who works at a very fancy restaurant called Noma Tra. He packed us some delicious luxury food, so now we can have a good time with some goodies on this day of love. He said that he made pancake puffs, prawns, some spring rolls, and fresh clams. Magnifique! Isn’t that just first-class.”

         “Hey, Uncle, isn’t that Psycho Josef a dishwasher?”

         “Um, no, no, Iqbal. He told me himself that he has become a sort of, um, chef, right. You know, someone who cooks.”

         Mum walked over to the box and opened it, and suddenly the flat stank of fish as well.

         “The little package with the ring! I need it NOW!” Dad said and pulled on Uncle’s arm.

         “Calm down,” Uncle said and tore loose. “You have to taste the goods, my sweet family, because it’s luxury food,” Uncle said and pushed a spring roll into Mum’s mouth because she was standing next to him now. She was pretty surprised when Uncle grabbed her jaw and helped her chew.

         “Eat, it’s luxury. It tastes good, right?”

         “But…” Mum muttered with her mouth full of spring roll, “I’m not hungry…”

         “And what about you, Iqbal? How about a bite of heaven?” Uncle said and brought the box over to the couch and waved a pancake puff around.

         “No way, man! It stinks worse than the chickens. That’s disgusting, and I’m sure that the chickens won’t even eat that crap.”

         “I have to agree with Iqbal,” Mum said. “It doesn’t taste right, Rafig.” She sat back down on the couch.

         “Well, well, well, so Iqbal is above eating luxury food that his poor uncle has nick… um, I mean bought. I guess it’s a good thing that the chickens are smarter than you, Iqbal,” Uncle said and threw some pancake puffs and spring rolls in front of the chickens. They went crazy and picked it to pieces and ate it all to Uncle’s great satisfaction, which made his moustache bounce.

         “Hey, Uncle, are you blind, or can’t you read?” asked Tariq, who was holding the lid to the cardboard box.

         “Um, what do you mean, Tariq?”

         “I mean that it doesn’t say ‘Noma Tra’ on the lid. If you look closely, someone has tried to scratch off some of the letters. It says, ‘Noma Trash’.”

         “Um, well, that’s what I’m saying,” Uncle looked at his watch. “Well, it’s late, so, well, I have to go to work now.”

         “I still think Psycho Josef is a dishwasher,” I said.

         “Rafig, you dirty dog! You have never had a job, and what the hell is wrong with you? Have you fed fish waste to my wife, you dog breeder? I swear, I’ll put you on the first rocket out of this galaxy!” Dad yelled until he was all purple in the face, and one of the buttons popped off the suit.

         “But…”

         “No buts! Hand over that ring, before I kick you in the butt with my spiked shoes, you monkeybrain!”

         “Well, yes, but the thing is, right, that something kind of happened to the ring, right.”

         “I told you! Bad feeling about this,” Tariq said.

         Dad slid onto the floor like a deflated pool animal and leant against the wall. Mum sat on the couch, holding her stomach, and didn’t look very pleased either.

         “The ring! Where is the ring?” Dad stuttered. “It HAD TO BE a romantic evening just like in India: colours, a few animals, it was all here, and then the ring… It’s nowhere to be found!”

         “I just wanted to try to sell it at the Congo Kiosk on Istedgade because I thought that maybe Joe the Swede would want to buy it. And that maybe he wouldn’t quite realise it was a knockoff. Yes, because I conned him last week when he bought a delivery of Polish gold chains, which were made of iron,” Uncle laughed and sounded like a hyena again.

         “RAFIG!” Dad yelled so loud that they could probably hear it down on Blågårds Plads.

         “Calm down, Nazem, it was just a copy.”

         Mum scooted forward on the couch.

         “It may have been a copy, Rafig! But it was the exact COPY that was put on my finger 20 years ago. Some of us have been married for 20 years, and that COPY has been safely packed away on the top shelf of our bedroom closet for all of those years so that we could bring it out on a very special day.” Mum swallowed and looked at Dad. “And your brother knew this.”

         Dad looked out the window.
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         “Oh, I’m really sorry, I just wanted to sell it so that we could get some more money and I could come to India with you guys. I really want to come.”

         “Um, what? And who’s going to India?” I asked.

         Dad sighed.

         “That was supposed to be a surprise, Rafig. But yes, the plan is that we’ll all go. The entire family, the day after tomorrow.”

         “Yes!” I said and high-fived Tariq.

         “Yes, everyone, except Rafig, of course, because he can’t do anything without messing it up. I bought the tickets so that we could go to India as a family,” Dad sighed.

         Suddenly Mum jumped up from the couch and sprinted towards the bathroom, all green in the face. She just so managed to kick in the bathroom door before she made a sound like a waterfall.

         “I don’t think Mum is crazy about your luxury food,” I told Uncle.

         “I think I’ll go to bed now,” Dad sighed and went into the bedroom.

         “But what about the chickens?” Tariq asked.

         Dad didn’t answer, he simply closed the door to all the chickens, the stench and the romantic decorations.
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