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			Death Drives an Audi

		

	
		
			1

			It started out so straightforward. I lived in a flat in Copenhagen with Sara and Amalie, and if I got up from the sofa in the evening when we were sitting in front of the TV after Amalie had gone to bed, Sara would say, What are you doing? Even in the middle of the night if I got up to pee, she’d say, What are you doing? I’d say, Going for a pee, I’d say, To check on Amalie, I’d say, To make some coffee, I’d say, For a walk.

			I walked a lot. Getting out of the apartment for a bit was how I kept my weight down. But then from time to time people began to look. I think I was becoming part of the scenery, like Two-Kroner Man, Singer Søren or one of the others wandering the streets, so I walked a little less. But it was never more than a month before I started getting pudgy again, couldn’t even see my own pubic hair when I stood under the shower, and I resumed my walks.

			“You and your eternal walks,” said Sara. It annoyed her, my hankering to be outside. We’d begun to get on each other’s nerves, and not just sometimes. It was a permanent state of irritation, and it was too soon to be getting on each other’s nerves permanently, because Amalie was only four and we’d only just bought the flat.

			Amalie wasn’t my daughter. Her so-called biological dad got some kind of psychosis and was never really the same after that. He’s a Hare Krishna now. I saw him once: he came dancing down the street in orange robes with the other Krishnas, playing the tambourine. He gave me a little cake. I didn’t fancy eating it. I never told Sara I’d seen him. Don’t ask me why not – I mean, it wasn’t wrong, me seeing him and getting the cake – but we just never really talked about him. Now and again I caught myself thinking, I hope it’s not genetic. In a way it would have been better if I was Amalie’s real dad, but you can’t think like that, of course, because otherwise there would be no Amalie. See? That’s what I mean – so as a rule I didn’t think about it much. Amalie called me Dad.

			That day I’d gone downstairs to eat a roast pork sandwich and got back to the office at half twelve. I had a few hours to turn a proposal into a campaign, which we were supposed to present to the client later that afternoon. Håkon, who hated me for some reason, knew I was screwed, and he kept circling me with a malicious smile, trying to distract me.

			“How’s it going with the presentation?”

			“It’s going great, Håkon.”

			“Super. I’m looking forward to hearing what you’ve come up with.”

			“I’m sure you are.”

			Håkon sat down at his desk and began to click his pen. Click-click, click-click, click-click. I think I know, by the way, why he hated me. He hated me because he’d ended up getting plastered and telling me something at the office Christmas lunch a few years earlier. Something intimate. I don’t remember what it was; all I remember is that he put his face up close to mine, his eyes small and wet behind his office glasses. The fact that he’d left himself exposed, that he thought I had something on him, that I knew he had a weak spot somewhere; that made him hate me. Unfortunate, but that was that. Click-click, click-click, click-click. So this was his present contribution to the cosy atmosphere, the clicking.

			“Håkon, would you mind not clicking that pen?”

			“Is it bothering you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Sorry – I just think so much better when I click.”

			Håkon stopped. To be on the safe side, I took out my iPod, stuffed the earbuds into my ears and switched on Bruce Springsteen’s Nebraska. Then my phone went. Sara, asking if I’d remembered I was supposed to pick Amalie up early from kindergarten at one o’clock. I lied and said I had remembered, that I was on my way. I’d have to bank on coming up with an idea on the way to the kindergarten, then bring Amalie back to the office with me for a couple of hours.

			The reason the kindergarten had to close was that the entire staff of teachers were going for emergency counselling with an emergency counsellor at the big hospital, because there had been some criticism of their accounting in the media. It was a really tangled affair that would have delighted me if it hadn’t been so inconvenient.

			I took the car up to the kindergarten, arriving five minutes late. One of the teachers was crying on a three-legged stool while another comforted her by patting her shoulder, eyeing me accusingly. Over in the corner, Amalie was fighting with another girl over a Hans Bellmer-like doll with a missing arm.

			The girl wrenched the doll out of Amalie’s hand. Its remaining arm poked out into the air like it was Sieg-Heiling. She celebrated her victory by settling down to gnaw on the doll’s head. I picked up Amalie and kissed her, grabbed her stuff, then said goodbye to the crying and comforting teachers and returned to the car.

			Back at the office with Amalie, I found a notepad and some felt tip pens and put her next to me, leaving her to draw. Maybe she could help Dad draw some nice pictures for the ad? Håkon was nowhere to be seen.

			It was only a small task. Some cultural entrepreneur had got a load of money from the local authority to organise a fair for cross-cultural art in the Meatpacking District. All I had to contribute was a poster advertising the thing, but I was drawing a total blank. I couldn’t put aside my antipathy to his phony, well-meaning event. I’d met the guy once, and his shifty gaze, his inability to make eye contact, had given me the shivers. Amalie had spread her finished drawings over the table and was now working on a new one. The sun in the top right corner was being given rays.

			The art fair was called Cross Purposes. A silly idea popped into my head. Googling “eating spaghetti”, I found a photo of a businessman slurping up a piece of spaghetti between his lips. It was perfect. After a bit more googling I found a picture of a Sikh blowing a kiss. I downloaded both pictures, checked the resolution was decent, and set to work. The result was a picture of a white businessman and an Indian in a turban, each sucking their respective ends of a string of spaghetti, like Lady and the Tramp. A stock photo would have been better, but there was no point reaching for the stars. All I could do now was hope the guy bought it. I didn’t give a shit about the image rights. They were from an American and Italian website, and the likelihood that what I’d done would be discovered was minimal.

			I also got the idea to print a number of T-shirts with the text cross purposes – art has no homeland, which would be handed out among the city’s homeless. The homeless were the new Black right now among the “creative classes”. It was hip to look like a homeless person, to know a homeless person or be connected to one.

			The organiser lapped it up. He loved the provocative element and wasn’t capable of recognising it as hack work. Håkon was about to die of apoplexy. I’d asked him to look after Amalie during the presentation, and when I came out and said we’d sold it, his face lit up with a smile so false that she began to cry. I took the rest of the day off and drove home with Amalie.

			On the way we bought stuff for dinner and cooked together until Sara came home. It turned out to be an exceptionally good evening, and after dinner and a bedtime story for Amalie I sat down in front of the TV with a glass of red wine, well pleased.
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			It took a month for the hammer to fall. The fat businessman in the photo turned out not to be a businessman at all, but the head of some kind of league of Italian fascists. It was a journalist who recognised him. A representative from the Danish–Indian Friendship Association complained, demanding public apologies from all and sundry. The apparatchik flipped out. The poster had knocked the wind out of his event and its positive, edifying image. I asked why all art had to be good and told him he should be happy with all the free PR, but he didn’t buy it. Then on top of everything else, by some crazy coincidence the Italian fascist found out about the frankly rather insignificant case up north and allied himself with the photographer who owned the copyright to the image, taking the agency to court.

			This was mid-2008, and the crisis had begun. Every job in the industry was hanging by a thread, so for my boss this was a heaven-sent opportunity to fire another man. I had to close my MacBook and say goodbye to the others at the office. Håkon acted all grief-stricken. I suspected he’d been busy behind the scenes during the shitstorm.

			At first I didn’t take it all that hard.

			I sent off applications and managed to score a few interviews, but I was closer to forty than thirty, and that’s old in the advertising world. In any case, the interviews seemed to have been arranged primarily because ritual humiliation pleased the interviewer, rather than because there was a real chance of a job. I became another over-educated guy on benefits, and after a while I gave up sending off applications. I turned up at a white office in a public building where they tried to motivate me, and I played along, thinking it was my civic duty to make sure they had something to get their teeth into.

			I stopped going for walks. They weren’t fun anymore; I had nothing to think about as I walked. No nuts to crack. Now I either lay on the sofa or trundled around the flat. On the days Sara took Amalie to kindergarten, I didn’t get dressed. I could feel Sara getting irritated coming home to someone still in a dressing gown, so I made sure to put on clothes before she got back, but after a while that routine broke down too. Then there were only the fridge and the sofa left. I started eating more. I was hungry almost all the time. Sometimes I’d wake up in the night, thinking about the leftover ham salad in the darkness of the refrigerator, and I’d get out of bed and eat standing up, gulping silky-smooth juice out of the carton. At twelve I usually opened my first can of beer, then there was wine for dinner and whiskey in the evening. It was only a phase, I told myself; right now there was no work, there was no reason to look. But it would get better in a year or so, when the economy turned, and I had to pass the time somehow till then. I threw out the empty cans before Sara came home. I don’t know if she noticed that I stank of beer and was already tipsy by dinner time, but either way she didn’t say anything.

			One day when I’d started early and had just finished off the first six-pack, squeezing the cans flat and carrying them down to the bins, Sara rang and asked me to pick up Amalie. She was working overtime.

			I borrowed Sara’s bike, which was the only thing that had a child seat. Amalie chatted away in her seat as I cycled home through the city, answering yes and no and asking the occasional question. The sky was blue with a sun, like one of Amalie’s drawings. A family was packing the car for a trip to the beach. Seized by the atmosphere, I turned my head to ask, Why don’t we buy some vanilla ice cream and Sprite?, but the front wheel bumped the curb. My feet flew off the pedals, I lost control of the bike and we fell.

			Luckily, it’s a milk tooth, they said at A&E. I was sitting there with Amalie’s blood on my crumpled shirt. I myself was unscathed.

			Over the next week I couldn’t bear to see Amalie smile. When we ate dinner, I had to take a big gulp of red wine every time I saw the gap where the front tooth should have been. She herself took it like a champ. It was more Sara who was upset, and after a week it was over. I was lying on the sofa, eating and drinking, when she dumped me. The TV was on in the background.

			I moved in temporarily with my friend Stanley. I sent group emails and put ads online and wrote status updates on Facebook to find a flat as quickly as possible. A couple of nights I called Sara, but she didn’t answer. I slept on Stanley’s sofa. During the day I cleaned up a bit and emptied the dishwasher – something to say thanks for my spot on the couch. Stanley didn’t seem to mind me being there. The weekend came, and we went into town. Stanley was a commercial lawyer, and they’d won a case at work, and he said we should celebrate. You need to get out a bit, he said. We ended up at a concept bar in the city centre. The group next to us were American, and when they started irritating us enormously, and it turned out the college boy at the end of the table was having a birthday, we improvised the following birthday song:

			How old are you now?

			How old are you now?

			You’ll get cancer in the asshole

			And then you will die

			I couldn’t stop bawling with laughter. Satisfied with our own wit, we left the bar and went home. I flopped onto the sofa. Stanley sat on the chair next to me. We talked politics, and we couldn’t agree on who we hated most: the so-called right wing, the so-called left wing or the so-called centre parties. Stanley fetched a bottle of whiskey from the cupboard and poured us glasses, giving a little monologue about single malt. We talked about Sara and Amalie. Then suddenly Stanley began to cry and say he’d worn two pairs of trousers at once for ages because he was worried about having such thin legs.

			We woke up the next day with a hangover. I made bacon and fried eggs. Stanley ate a quarter of the white and poked a hole in the yolk and sat staring at what flowed out. On Sunday I was offered a one-room flat in Sydhavnen and accepted straight away. Stanley and another friend helped me move my things out there. Sara wasn’t home when we picked them up. I bought a bottle of Highland Park for Stanley as thanks for letting me borrow his sofa.
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			Six months passed in the Sydhavnen flat. I put on fifteen kilos. After repeatedly failing to show up at meetings at the unemployment office because of a hangover, or simply because the days were flowing into one and the hours were turned on their head, I was barred and the money stopped coming. Goodbye and thank you. This was the age of night-time television. Night-time television – there’s something special about watching TV at night during the week. When everything is quiet in the flat and it’s approaching three a.m., and you flick from an ice hockey match to the shopping channel to an American series, and one by one the channels fall away, and the screen flickers into grey. You go over to the window and stare out at the house fronts, and most windows are dark. This is where the healthy people with jobs live, where they sleep the working man’s good and natural sleep. But other windows are still lit. Not with the yellowish-orange glow of candles, but with the radiance of night-time TV: the cold blue light of a machine that’s been on since dinner. Or the jerky flash of a porn film – porn light, I called it; you can see it in the rhythmic shifting of the light, the flesh-coloured glow that pulses behind the curtain. I didn’t dare switch off the TV until I was anaesthetised with tiredness and the transition didn’t seem as abrupt on the senses, the silence that appeared wasn’t so violent, because I was already on my way into sleep.

			The envelopes of reminders and flyers accumulated in the hall. Rubbish and empty bottles accumulated in bags by the kitchen door. Dirty dishes accumulated on the kitchen table. Fat accumulated beneath the skin. Everything piled up and accumulated except money. My debit card was frozen. One day I was at the supermarket about to pay, and I had to leave the goods and go. I borrowed from my friends; I owed Stanley ten thousand kroner.

			But one day it wouldn’t fly anymore. Flabby and hung-over, I took the train west and got off at Stentofte Station. I was going to a job interview.

			I’d borrowed another five thousand from Stanley to pay the rent, and he’d twisted my arm and made me promise I would get a job. Any job. I said it was impossible, we were in a financial crisis. He said that if you’re not fussy there’s always something: McDonald’s, 7-Eleven, cleaning. “It’ll be good for you,” he laughed. “You need to get out of that cave.”

			He even called and woke me in the morning to be sure I got up in time. I sang Jodle Birge’s “Real Friends” in a drowsy, bitter voice down the line and hung up, but I got up and got dressed and got myself down to Dybbølsbro Station. The job was as a carer for the disabled.

			I’d never been to Stentofte before, and when I disembarked at the station I understood why. If Hieronymus Bosch or Bruegel had lived in 2008, they wouldn’t have painted pictures of harlots being raped by skeletons and men tumbling shrieking into the seething fat of Satan’s frying pan, armies of the dead pouring forth and laying waste to everything; no, they’d have painted Stentofte’s concrete. If you think hell doesn’t exist, then get onto the B line and ride it all the way to Stentofte.

			Of course, I’d ridden through it on the train on the way to Jutland. I’d seen the postmodern monstrosity of a station building from the carriage as the train passed; I’d seen the Pedestal of Joy sculpture outside Stentofte Town Hall, towering above the station building, but I’d never been on the platform. I set off for the escalators and rode up to the main hall. A few commuters were on their way to work, a shabby individual was sleeping on a bench and a small group of young men were hanging out at the top of the escalators, so you had no choice but to pass close by them. Not that they did anything to anyone – they just stood there – but somehow they managed to instil fear in the passers-by. One of them tossed a cigarette butt onto the ground behind me. Another hawked loudly and spat on the floor.

			Outside I looked at a page from an old street atlas, which I’d ripped out and stuffed into my pocket. I was supposed to go right, in the opposite direction from the Pedestal of Joy, which towered like a lighthouse, its cheerful colours underscoring the general dreariness and making the whole thing even worse.

			There was a Chinese restaurant on the corner of the station building. It had long since gone bust, the windows were painted white, but there was a thin dog barking outside like it wanted to be let in. Then the station building stopped, and there was a patch of undeveloped land. The idea had probably been that housing blocks would shoot up here once the station was finished, but that hadn’t happened. Beyond the area of brownfield was a large, crowded road, and on the other side of the road was a day-care centre and a football pitch surrounded by a tall wire fence, and behind the football pitch were the housing blocks. This was where Waldemar lived.

			They say the perfect labyrinth consists of as many identical modules as possible, and it wasn’t long before I was wandering, now late, among the interchangeable grey concrete buildings, looking at the numbers above the red and blue doors, which seemed to change utterly at random. I reached a playground I thought I’d already passed, then realised there were the remains of a fire on the slide that I didn’t recognise. It had to be a different playground. Elsewhere the houses slid further apart, eventually giving way to a large plane of grass. I crossed. It reeked of dog shit. It was now a few minutes past nine, and I decided to go back home if I hadn’t found number 36 in block 3A before ten minutes had passed. But my chances of going home were instantly scuppered, because of course 3A turned out to be the block at the end of the grass.

			Waldemar lived in the flat on the left. In the flat on the right the blinds were drawn, but I could see someone adjust them slightly at the corner, the better to observe. The rectangular plastic doorbell seemed dead the first time I pressed it, but after I’d coaxed and manoeuvred it a bit, the lock buzzed and I was let inside.

			As I waited in the stairwell, I could hear Waldemar rattling with bolts and security chains behind the door. I was sure the neighbour was watching me through the spyhole. Then the door opened.

			Waldemar was short. Not so short you’d call him a dwarf, but short enough that I was looking over his head into thin air when the door opened. Angling my gaze down a little, I found his face: vampire-white skin with a colony of large pimples on his brow; green eyes magnified by a pair of very powerful black-framed glasses. His hair was shoulder-length – on the top of his head it lay flat, but as it grew away from the skull it started twisting into small black curls. His parting reminded me of a gash in a blackout curtain, where a cold light shone through. Making him seem even shorter was his poor posture, which bordered on the hunchbacked. He invited me inside.

			Two cups and a Thermos jug were laid out on a coffee table in the living room. The space was remarkably impersonal – I mean, I’m not the type of person who’s into giving things a personal stamp, but the décor was somehow uncanny. It reminded me of a hospital waiting room.

			“I’ve made real coffee,” he said.

			We sat down by the table.

			Waldemar told me all about his diseases and syndromes. He was a walking textbook of rare and unpleasant ailments, suffering from a countless array of things I’d have killed to avoid. A documentary I’d seen during one of my night-time TV sessions popped into my head. It was about a woman who’d been struck six times by lightning. There was the same unreasonableness at work here.

			He had a muscle disorder that meant he couldn’t move much without getting tired, and a heart defect the doctors had carved him up twice in an attempt to repair, but the bottom line was that his heart was unlikely to last that many more years. In fact, the doctors considered it unnatural that he wasn’t dead yet. Afterwards the thought came to me that Waldemar must have had superhuman physical toughness and endurance to survive even a single day with all the illnesses nature had heaped upon him. There was another one that had impeded his growth, but I’m certain that if the growth-impeding syndrome hadn’t intervened he would have been a giant, at least two metres tall; if he hadn’t had this muscular disorder he’d have been monstrously strong; and if he hadn’t lived his entire life in a wasteland of stupidity, I don’t think there would have been any limit to what he might have accomplished. But his existence was devoid of any hint of inspiration, and his everyday life was spent navigating between zones of human callousness and bureaucratic condescension. He was also the stubbornest person I’d ever met, and above all I think it was his enormous stubbornness that kept his tatter of a heart still beating.

			Waldemar didn’t usually talk that much about his disorders, I discovered later, but he probably felt it was part of the job description. Maybe I was supposed to know it was possible he would fall down dead while I was at work.

			He ferried himself around in a motorised wheelchair, and found it hard to manage even the simplest things at home without becoming utterly shattered. For this reason the local authority had given him money to employ a carer to come over thirty-seven hours a week and help with practical stuff. His current carer had resigned, so he needed to find a new one. He also told me he was twenty-two years old, and that his parents lived in another block at the opposite end of Stentofte.

			I told him a bit about myself, most of it lies and pseudo-truths.

			Later that day, as I sat at home in my flat in Sydhavnen, he called and said I’d got the job. I was starting the next day. I hung up and stared into space.

			That evening I phoned Sara. She still wasn’t picking up the phone. Then, for the first time in ages, I took a walk. I hoped some fresh air would help me fall asleep. The thought of Stentofte gave me a feeling of physical distaste. But maybe it would be better once spring had properly arrived – it was still only March.
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			When I showed up the next morning for my first day of work, Waldemar said we had to clean the bathroom, and that it would take an hour. He stood in the doorway and watched. When he got tired of standing, he sat in the living room and rested for a bit. His knack for appearing soundlessly in the doorway meant it always took me a while to realise I was being watched.

			The toilet was already clean, so that bit didn’t take much effort. It could have been much worse, I thought, when I was finished. Adult diapers or something. This was child’s play. Then we sat staring into space for an hour. Waldemar called it resting. I made us a cup of coffee. I couldn’t figure out how I was supposed to act – how much I should do myself and how much I should leave to him. “Is there anything else we need to get done?” I said when the inactivity was starting to get on my nerves.

			“There’s loads,” said Waldemar. Then he got up and fetched a block of yellow Post-it notes from the kitchen table. That turned out to be one of his things: the reminder notes he always wrote, as though he had a thousand things to remember. It said: “Peg”.

			The peg was the project of the day. Outside in the hallway there were two pegs: one where Waldemar hung the jacket he was using – currently a green parka – and beside it an identical peg with the word “carer” written on a wooden sign above it. Waldemar’s peg had come loose. It was this loose peg that was our hero; this loose peg that was to save us throughout the day.

			“I think I’d like a new one,” he said, after we’d gone into the hallway and stared at the pegs. The screw at the top had lost its hold on the wall, and a bit of plaster had crumbled out. It was lying on the floor.

			“Why don’t we just screw the old one back into place?” I asked, like the idiot I was.

			Waldemar ignored me and looked annoyed.

			“Now that the old one is broken, I think I’d like a new one. We’ll probably need a trip down to MegaMetropolis. I’ll just have a bath first.”

			Waldemar had a bath. Afterwards he was completely white and had to rest for a while before we made it out the door.

			“Will you sweep the hallway?” he asked me.

			“But we’ll make a mess again when the new peg goes up,” I said. I still hadn’t learned – it was only my first day, after all.

			“The dustpan and brush are in the wardrobe,” said Waldemar.

			I swept the plaster into the dustpan. No matter how much I swept, there was always a vanishingly thin strip left that wouldn’t cooperate, so I went out and grabbed a piece of kitchen roll, moistened it under the tap, then sopped up the last bits of plaster. As I closed the wardrobe after putting the dustpan and brush back into place, fresh plaster drifted down from the screw hole.

			MegaMetropolis was located where the motorway trimmed Stentofte. We crossed through the estate. Waldemar rode in his motorised wheelchair, and I walked beside him. Satellite dishes hung from the balconies, all staring at the same grey point in the sky. There was a massive blanket of dark clouds, which looked like they were resting on top of the high-rise blocks.

			We moved among the blocks down a system of pathways, across a pedestrian bridge above a cycle path and then down an underpass beneath a road roaring with traffic. MegaMetropolis hove into view as we emerged. At first I underestimated its size: it turned out to be colossal, growing only gradually as we walked across the empty car park – like approaching a mountain.

			MegaMetropolis consisted of four floors of businesses renting space. Many of them, however, were closed. It was clear that MegaMetropolis’s glory days were already behind it. There was an atmosphere of protracted death. We trundled around the mall, looking into windows. At the bottom was a hardware store, where Waldemar bought two pegs, a packet of screws and some Rawlplugs.

			We left the shop. Near the exit, at the corner of MegaMetropolis, was an Aldi.

			“Let’s just pop into Aldi,” said Waldemar, “and see if they’ve got any offers on.”

			It was the moment I heard Waldemar talk about popping into Aldi that I landed with a crash. I’d been in freefall for a year. It was a culture shock, plain and simple. It goes without saying that I’d shopped at Netto. But from Netto there was still a way back – Netto is a place everybody knows, it’s just a place to do your shopping on the cheap, but Aldi is something else altogether. It’s hopelessness incarnate. The sausages in Aldi’s freezers were pig’s guts stuffed with a grey slurry of desperation and fear; the pork roulade was sliced sorrow; the cashier was a portrait of suicide.

			A year ago I’d been sitting in the offices of the advertising agency, and now I was standing here with Waldemar among the chilled-food cabinets, which glowed and smoked with frost, in Aldi. Both the agency and Aldi were the products of a dying civilisation that had elevated lies to its highest ideal, and I had travelled from one end to the other. They were surprisingly different and frighteningly alike. Above one of the freezers hung a sign with a picture of a happy chicken, flapping its wings and announcing in a speech bubble: our prices are cheep!

			An Asian woman was filling a shopping trolley with reduced-price chicken. The vapour played around them as they were lifted out of the cabinet.

			“Let’s check out that chicken,” said Waldemar.

			An old lady with a rollator was approaching at the same time as us. She had her little dog tethered to the frame. It wanted to go in the other direction and was pulling her off-course, so she was constantly having to correct.

			Waldemar was trundling slowly in the wheelchair, but when he saw what was happening he accelerated with the little joystick to grab a chicken.

			The woman put yet another chicken in her trolley, and when she saw there were other people approaching out of the corner of her eye, she leant all the way into the freezer and shovelled three of them into her arms.

			Waldemar and the pensioner and I reached the freezer at the same time. All the chicken was gone. The pensioner stared into the empty freezer to show she was interested in one of the chickens the woman with the trolley still had in her arms.
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