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            Premiere Production

         

         The world premiere of What We Did Before Our Moth Days was produced by Scott Rudin, Barry Diller, and Wallace Shawn at the Greenwich House Theater, New York City, and opened on March 5, 2026. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Elaine  Hope Davis

         Elle  Maria Dizzia

         Tim  John Early

         Dick  Josh Hamilton

         
             

         

         Director  André Gregory

         Scenic and Costume Designer  Riccardo Hernandez

         Lighting Designer  Jennifer Tipton

         Sound Designer  Bruce Odland

         Projection Designer  Bill Morrison

         Stage Managers  Melanie T. Morgan & Lucas Kane

         Production Manager  Aurora Productions

         General Manager  DR Theatrical Managementvi
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            Characters

         

         
            Tim

twenty-five

            Elaine

forty-five-ish

            Elle

forty-five

            Dick

forty-five

             

             

            (Suggested ages)
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            WHAT WE DID BEFORE OUR MOTH DAYS

         

      

   


   
      
         
2
            Production Note

         

         
            At the beginning, the four characters appear together.

            After they speak, Tim, Elaine, and Elle disappear for a while, leaving Dick alone.

            Then, up until the end, the staging is whatever you want it to be.
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               1

            

         

         
            Tim The thought did occur to me after we pulled into my garage that simply by sitting there for a while and failing to turn off the car’s ignition I could perhaps inspire a curious story on the local radio station – something along the lines of, you know, ‘Unfortunately, the police have still not uncovered the specific motivation that drove these two obviously desperate young people to end their lives in a sordid corner of Wood Street last night, but sadly, we fear that the …’

            He chuckles for a while.

            My car’s exhaust system had long ago fallen into a state in which it could almost be considered a waste of a valuable resource not to use it for some sort of asphyxiation, and the venting pipe in my garage had clearly been recognized even longer ago as the most desirable place to go to in the neighborhood if you were a squirrel or a rat or a large bug and you felt that death was catching up to you and you were looking for a comfortable quiet corner in which to lie down and let it take you. The last time I looked, it was crowded in there! My companion sat beside me in the same state of composed passivity that she’d been in since we’d met in a gloomy part of the big city an hour earlier, and I found it hard to imagine that her demeanor would change or that she would raise any objection at all if the garage had suddenly begun to fill up even with the kind of gas that painfully burns the throat. At any rate, after a brief period of somewhat blissful silence, I exerted my will on myself, turned off the ignition, decisively opened the driver’s side door, and stepped out of the car. Pushing a few boxes brusquely aside with my feet, treating them as if they’d 4never been alive and deserved no respect at all – which was true – I made my way to the passenger’s side door, and let out my passenger. She was wearing a dark blue velvet dress. Then I unlocked the back entrance to my tiny house and led her into the small, cramped room that contained my refrigerator and various crates of food, as well as the card table with the lamp on it and a couple of chairs. My sense of smell had never been acute, so I honestly had never had any idea if the room smelled bad or not. I knew it didn’t look very attractive. I myself would not have wanted to sit on either of the unpleasant chairs without my clothes on, and I certainly never did so, but my new companion immediately took off everything she was wearing, folded each item in a childlike manner, placed them all neatly on the card table next to the lamp, and sat down on the red chair. Naturally she had no way of knowing that I was judging the present moment to be one of the two or three high points in my life so far. Her nakedness, and its sudden appearance in my house, dizzied me. I felt light-headed – almost wobbly. Then Mickey, my very old, very large dog, wandered into the room and tentatively approached her and examined her, and she shocked me by patting him calmly on the head. She clearly was comfortable with dogs. As she and I had no language in common, I wasn’t able to offer her any sort of pre-emptive apology or explanation concerning the possible physiological or psychological issues that might cause me to behave unexpectedly in regard to some of the classically celebrated acts in the canon of normal sexual behavior – I mean, of course I knew that she hadn’t come to my house to pursue pleasure for herself in any event, but I didn’t want her to feel she was obliged to do anything in particular to help me … and of course, for me at any rate, the main event had already just happened, although she didn’t know that … And actually I would also have liked to try to express to her what her nakedness meant to me, in case that would have somehow pleased her, though who knows what she might have felt if I could have 5done so – but that wasn’t possible either. Still, I did decide that even though it might be asinine, I would use my own language to offer her something to drink, so I put a glass in front of her and held up a couple of different bottles, while saying a bunch of meaningless words. She did get the point and quietly replied, in my language, ‘No thank you.’ And so then after that, I guided her through another door into the room that held my bed, and she sat down on it and waited for me to do something. I closed the door, leaving Mickey outside, flipped the switch that turned on an oddly placed bare bulb on the ceiling, stepped out of my moccasins, removed my trousers, and then with an almost unbelievably manly and virile gesture, I pulled down my underwear and threw it across the room, leaving my astounding member fully exposed. Then I took off my shirt and joined her on the bed, wondering vaguely if my member would terrify her. For a weird long moment I stared at her breasts, then even at her genitals, in a frank way I never could have done with a woman I knew, and I touched her very briefly, provoking no reaction, and then I took her hand and placed it very deliberately on my member, which now looked very dark in the shadows we cast, and she understood what I wanted, but it clearly wasn’t something she was confident about, so at a certain point I very gently removed her hand, and then I lay on top of her and pressed myself against her until I came. And then I held her in my arms, hugging her close and feeling, ‘Yes, I love her,’ and I imagined myself driving her away from the violence and horror that I thought very probably went on inside the grim building from which I’d picked her up and to which I’d planned to return her – I imagined myself driving her away from that building and starting a whole new life with her. And then the phone rang, and it was Mother telling me that Father had died, and as I held the phone to my ear, I was still leaking semen onto my new companion’s belly, and I remembered that Mahatma Gandhi in his autobiography had written about a somewhat similar experience he’d been involved in at the 6time of his own father’s death. I wanted to lie there in the bed with my new companion, I wanted to hold her and hold on to her – and I was sort of furious that my father’s death had to happen at this particular moment, and sad and bitter about it – but I felt I had no choice, I would have to bring my companion directly back to the unpleasant building where I’d found her, so that I could then go on to the center of the city to comfort my mother and deal with my father’s death, all without being able to explain to my new friend in any way why I was suddenly in such a peculiar hurry.

            When we arrived at the street where we’d first met earlier that evening, we both stepped out of the car, and I stood by her on the sidewalk as she rang a doorbell. There was a little melodious ding. And then an older woman opened the door, and as my companion stepped through the door and waved awkwardly at me, and I waved back, I was surprised to hear from inside the building the loud and painful crying of babies.

            Then I got back in my car, but just before setting off for the familial apartment where my mother was now waiting alone with my father’s body, I made a quick phone call to my best friend, a girl called Rapunzel whose house was just down the street from mine in the little town where I lived. I just had to tell her that my father had died. Rapunzel was a tall girl with a deep voice and a big face that looked partly like the face of a wolf and partly like the face of a calf, and as I was twenty-five and she was thirteen, there was an age difference there. Her parents were divorced, and she lived with her father, a disturbed and horrible man who would often pull me into his bedroom when I’d come to visit his daughter and keep me more or less imprisoned there as he passed on to me the latest facts about his love affair with a wealthy married woman whose frightening gluttony in regard to sex, he would explain to me rather frantically, his eyes darting wildly around the room, was so extreme as to be, he thought, possibly dangerous, medically, 7to him. It was as if he was looking to me for some sort of knowledge or wisdom about urology, which thank God I didn’t have, but at any rate the good thing about his affair was that it meant that he was rarely at home, and so Rapunzel and I had the house to ourselves most of the time. Often, when I’d visit, she and I would play very simple card games, sometimes one game after another for hours at a time. But usually we’d just sit in her father’s big armchairs, or on different sides of her father’s enormous, empty desk, while she did homework and I worked on the designs for book covers by which I earned my humble living. Or else we’d sit in our armchairs and just quietly read, though quite frequently she’d be reading some enormously complicated nine-hundred-page nineteenth-century novel, while I’d be reading some not very profound or informative magazine article. We were a bit like two sheep grazing on the same hill – we were together, more or less, but we had no obligations to each other.

            Elaine The elevator swayed crazily back and forth as it raced up, then it vomited me out into a tiny vestibule and went away fast. I rang a doorbell that made a repulsive buzzing sound, the door opened, and a young man with a pale face and a mustache was staring at me. Dick’s son, Tim – it had to be. His eyes and mouth held no expression, and somehow because he was dressed all in white and was wearing some sort of sandals, my mind quickly flashed on blurry photographs of horror and violence in frightening corners of the world. I wasn’t exactly attracted to him, but I had a momentary impulse to grab him by the shoulders. I suppressed my impulse, and then – yikes – there was Elle herself in the flesh. She was wearing a simple but elegant brown dress, standing absolutely motionless by the door of what had to be the bedroom, as if she were guarding it, and her face was bright red. An hour before, I’d heard her voice for the first time. I’d called Dick on the phone that she never answered, and, when she picked up, I knew what she 8would say, though her voice was different from the voice I’d always imagined she’d have. Now I felt sick, but all the same I went up to her, and I touched her arm, and I said, ‘Please, I’m sorry, I need to see him.’ She caught her breath and took a step back. I went into the room, and then she closed the door, or maybe she slammed it in a stifled sort of way. And there on an unmade bed in his wife’s apartment my lover lay before me, face up in his pajamas, partly under the covers, but the expression on his face was one I’d never seen, a sort of half-grimace, that weird ‘snapshot’ look people have when a photograph catches them at the wrong moment, and yes, he was dead, all right. There was no ambiguity about it, as perhaps I’d expected there to be. He was simply a corpse. And there really wasn’t anything I had to say to it, but almost because some ancient memory told me it was what one did, or it might be disrespectful or unloving not to do it, I kissed his forehead and then his utterly cold mouth, and then I opened the door and left the room. I touched Elle one more time, and then I touched young Tim, who was standing there next to her like a sort of accidentally frozen worm left behind in a person’s refrigerator. His body felt almost as cold as his father’s. He and I stared hard at each other, staring, staring, and then I let myself out of the apartment.

            Elaine goes away.

            Tim After the strange lady in the slinky yellow dress had left our apartment, Mother explained that she’d never met her either but that her name was Elaine. And then she explained to me who Elaine was. And then Mother and I went into the dark living room, she sat on a couch, I sat in a large armchair, and she talked to me about a lot of things. And I’d never thought that Mother was a very talkative person, but there was a lot of ground to cover. I lost track of time. But probably after we’d talked for an hour or so, some undertakers came and interrupted us. And was it upsetting to see them lifting poor Father up off the 9bed and zipping him into a garment bag and putting him on a gurney and taking him away? Yes, it was. It was extremely upsetting and unpleasant and sort of uncanny and unreal and not like anything else that had ever happened to me or to Mother, but nonetheless, as soon as they all went away and closed the front door, our conversation continued where it had left off, as if we’d been interrupted by something utterly trivial. The room was dark except for a couple of rather dim lamps, and Mother’s face and dress looked purple.

            Elle There was a story I read to Tim at bedtime more than once when he was a very young boy about the monkey god Hanuman, and I remembered how I’d felt when I read him the section in which Hanuman tore open his own chest with his bare hands to show the image that stood in his heart. And I remembered saying to Tim, ‘You know, your father’s image stands in my heart.’

            Tim and Elle go away. Only Dick remains.

            Dick When I was a boy, I never took death as seriously as I probably should have. My parents both had lots of older brothers and sisters, and somebody always seemed to be dying, and my mother was always miserable about it, and my father too would go into a melancholy mood on these occasions, and for whatever reason I was always irritated by their gloomy states of mind whenever somebody died, and I always found it vaguely absurd that they seemed to be so surprised every time that this event occurred, and so upset, when it seemed to me to be obviously one of the most common things to happen in the world – not to mention one of the most obviously boring things as well.

            I’d probably figured out by the age of eight that everybody had many birthdays in the course of their life but only one day on which they died, and, as I sometimes made up my own private names for things, for some reason that I don’t remember I decided to call the day on which 10a person died not their death day but their ‘moth day’ – partly I’m sure because I always found moths to be quite unpleasant – they were vague and powdery and fluttery – and they weren’t horrible or terrifying, but they seemed to be blind, and I didn’t like the way that they would suddenly appear and bump into me – and I guess I sort of pictured that when people died, they were sort of gently and vaguely and flutteringly escorted into death by a flock of blind moths. Well, this is all by way of saying that my own moth day, to everyone’s surprise, turned out to take place only a few days before what would have been my forty-fifth birthday. I myself was certainly surprised, as the day had been, up until that particular moment, a totally ordinary day. I’d been hard at work in the morning, and then in the afternoon I’d had a rather long talk on the phone with a journalist who was writing something or other about me. And I remember that he asked me if I’d always wanted to be famous – and I’d thought, ‘Always? Of course not.’ Although I mean, you know, as a baby, I obviously would have come to understand, as all babies do, that if I wanted to be fed and touched and caressed, I’d better figure out how to get myself noticed, otherwise I’d starve, otherwise I’d languish all alone forever in my crib. So, that desire to be noticed obviously began fairly early, and I know that I was always an anxious little baby, and so I must also have realized pretty early that the moment I was noticed by someone, well, my feeling of anxiety, my feeling of panic, would diminish to some greater or lesser extent, and my muscles would relax, and I’d calm down. But it was only when I was sixteen years old, and I met the girl who was destined to become the center of my life, the girl I was destined to marry – Elle – it was only then that my need to be noticed became almost an obsession. Because I was desperate for Elle to notice me and pay attention to me. And I came to have a very dim, vague, not conscious awareness of the fact that if the other children in the school we attended would notice me and pay attention to me, that 11would inspire Elle to notice me and pay attention to me too, and that vague, dim, not conscious awareness brought about a change in my character and personality.

            You see, to speak of the time before I met Elle, to speak of the year, say, when I was just fifteen years old and not yet sixteen, well, I really didn’t have any friends at all in our school, and I would almost say that I didn’t really have any particularly striking characteristics either. My parents were very decent, honest, hard-working people, and I suppose I aspired to be more or less like them, so I suppose there was perhaps a certain unusual earnestness in my demeanor. I didn’t find it particularly funny when some of the boys stole candy from the shop around the corner from the school, and I didn’t enjoy it when some of the boys started telling disgusting jokes, but I almost never talked to anyone, so no one knew I felt that way. If anyone had been forced to describe me, I guess the one thing they would have noticed about me, if they noticed anything, was that I obviously liked books, I liked to read. You know, I was a pretty sensitive, thoughtful boy who took the tests, and did well. I was the sort of boy who always kept a bunch of books in my locker, and if I had ten minutes free I’d grab a book, go into an empty classroom, and read, and that was really all there was to say about me.

            The one boy I did talk to occasionally was a fairly likeable fellow in my class named Chuck. He also was rather shy and quiet, and we both sort of liked school and didn’t copy other people’s answers when we had to take a test, and every once in a while he and I would spend a rather aimless but rather pleasant Saturday afternoon together. You know, Chuck was rather bland, he was rather placid, but his company was very agreeable, and he was a good person to go to a movie with or take a stroll with through one of our city’s parks, and for both of us our relationship was a bit like having a friend but without any feeling of being personally close. But Chuck got around a bit more than I did, and he’d gotten to know quite 12a number of the other students in our school, and this had important consequences for me, because occasionally he would introduce me to someone, and on one particular day he told me that he wanted to introduce me to Elle. ‘“L” like the letter “L”?’ I asked. ‘No, E.L.L.E., like “she” in French,’ he said. ‘Why, is she French?’ I asked. ‘No, but she calls herself that because she likes French things,’ he said. Well, a few minutes later Chuck and I were walking down a hallway, and a bit ahead of us in the distance I saw a girl who seemed to be glittering and sparkling like jewelry, and Chuck led me up to her and introduced me to her, and that was Elle. And then Chuck seemed to somehow rather magically disappear, and Elle sort of looked me right in the face – bang, like that – and I had absolutely nothing to say – I mean, when I remember that moment, I remember myself sort of squeaking like a mouse – so she made a couple of remarks about a book I happened to be holding in my hand, and then she walked away down the hall, and I had sort of forgotten how to breathe, because during those few moments I’d fallen so very, very much in love, and I knew that something – my life, probably – had just begun, and I wasn’t prepared, and I wasn’t ready, and I was very frightened.

            An hour earlier I’d been utterly without purpose, but now – now, the most important thing in the world was that I had to see Elle and talk to her again. And despite my shyness, I did approach her again the next day, and the day after that, and it turned out that she was the first person I’d ever met in my life who loved reading books as much as I did, and so we talked a little bit about different books, and somehow I managed to behave with a certain dignity, almost a sort of panache – I mean, I amazed myself. But Elle – my God, she was so far above me in every way. The more I saw of her, the clearer it became. She was smarter than me, and she was delicate and gentle but so much fun, so wide awake, and she was so much more active than me, more vivacious, more dynamic – she talked faster and 13walked faster – she was good at sports – tennis and running – and she played the oboe, she could draw, she could paint – but at the same time she was so full of emotion that she’d cry without embarrassment if she heard something sad, and above everything she was so kind, she was unfailingly kind to everyone she encountered, and she was the person people turned to if they needed advice or they just needed someone to tell their troubles to. Because she was so warm – she was warm like a furnace – and whenever I talked to her, it was as if a wave of warm air from that furnace started doing something to me, and after a while, I don’t know, the blood in my veins began to circulate faster, things started moving around inside the mechanism, and slowly, gradually, the vague amoeba-like creature I’d previously been began to evolve into something with a definite form or shape. To everyone’s surprise, particularly mine, I suddenly began to speak up in a few of my classes. What? Dick can talk? How is that possible? And then pretty soon I was speaking up in all of my classes, and then in the lunchroom, and I began to be able to talk about things, and the other kids started to be amused, sometimes, by the things I said. So bit by bit, week by week, I sort of gradually became a particular person, and that became sort of clear, first to some of the other students, and then to myself, and finally to Elle. And Elle grew to know me, and we became friends, and after a while, yes, she slowly began to care about me, and then to love me, as I’d dreamed might happen. And from that moment on, we loved each other so much, we felt that no other people had ever experienced such love before, and we studied together, we did everything together, we planned out a whole future together, and we could hardly wait for each new moment of our lives to begin.

            And of course for me it was a very nice feeling to be well known in our school. And as more and more people in our school came to know me, as more and more of the students knew my name and my face, I felt less and less tense, and 14I saw that there was actually no limit to just how calm and relaxed I could potentially become.

            Well, anyway, on that last evening of my life I was feeling rather tired, so my plan was that I would get into bed and work for a while in bed, so I put on my pajamas, got under the covers, and picked up the manuscript of the novel I was working on, but almost immediately I fell into a deep sleep, and I began to dream, and in the dream two sentences suddenly came to me. The two sentences were, ‘A couple of lambs are playing in a field. The grass is green.’ And I knew exactly where I wanted to use those sentences in the novel – they were perfect – and then I started to choke, because when I tried to breathe I couldn’t get any air. I couldn’t get air! It was terrifying – I was suffocating. And I felt my face twisting up, sweat was bursting out of me, and my whole torso started to get hotter and hotter, and it began to hurt terribly, and then I actually felt myself dying, and then, I did die, I actually died. I died in reality. And then just a few moments later, I died in the dream. And, you know, the lights went out, to coin a phrase.

            Elle Dick was a polite person, and a thoughtful person. He didn’t snarl. But at totally unexpected, shocking moments I’d feel the threat of his anger, the deadly threat of it, like the feather-weight touch of a razor blade against my throat.

            To be delighted by another person for a minute or two – that’s something that happens. Someone caresses you. Don’t ask who it is – it feels lovely. Look out your window – if you’re lucky, you see a bird flying. That’s wonderful – you feel it. You visit a friend, and you go into their bathroom to wash your hands, and their soap is a special color. Oh – that’s nice.

            Religious people speak of God’s grace. For no reason you know about, God decides to give you a blessing, a gift. You can’t pick the moment. God decides. To you it seems unexplainable – why now? Why me?

            To be delighted by another person for a minute or two is a miracle. How is it that we were made to be able to 15experience that? To be delighted by another person for an hour – that’s a greater miracle. Love. That comes to some people. We can’t make it happen. I see you, you come into a room, I love you. That’s a miracle. That’s grace. I don’t control that. And I keep feeling that delight, I feel it, I feel it. Today, tomorrow, the next day – then, oh, the day after that, I don’t. I’m sorry, love died, it’s dead. You kick it – it doesn’t move. It’s dead.

            It’s as if there was a room filled with light, and I was allowed to live in it for three minutes, three hours, three days, and then the light went out, and that room had nothing for me anymore, and I was forced to leave it.

            Some people never get to go into a room like that, and some people go in for a little while, and then the lights go out, and they never experience anything like that again, and they remember that time for the rest of their lives. The time when they loved another person.

            For me, starting when I first met Dick when I was just a girl, it happened quite a bit. I adored him. But then suddenly my love for him would die. It was horrible. I didn’t love him anymore, and I thought maybe I never would again. But – well – I almost feel I shouldn’t speak about it – but there was a trick I knew. Something I could almost do by myself, like a kind of masturbation, but I could only do it when the moment in which I could do it was somehow given to me. I’ll tell you. You see, I’d be sent away from that room filled with light, sent out into pure darkness, and I’d be wandering around in the darkness, totally lost, wandering, blind, for days, until one day I’d bump into a wall with a door in it, and I’d open the door, and I’d find myself in a sort of cold, dim waiting room, and there were chairs there. And you see, I would sit in one of the chairs, and I would wait, and sometimes I’d wait for a very long time – maybe for weeks – and then I’d suddenly feel a funny sensation in my stomach, and I’d understand, Yes, now, and I had just that moment to close my eyes and do that special trick, which was partly in my mind 16and partly in my body, and a moment later I would stand up and leave the waiting room, and through the darkness I could see a path that went quickly back to the wonderful room in which I’d been so happy, and it was suddenly possible to go back there very easily, and the lights would be on there, and Dick would be there, and I was delighted by him again, I loved him again, and maybe I loved him even more than before. And this would happen again and again, and it was as if I got to know the way back and forth to that waiting room very, very well. And so this too was granted to me, a form of grace.

            Tim Now, I know that no one’s declared a holiday to celebrate the day and the moment, though maybe we should – or maybe we shouldn’t – but I’m sure you occasionally think about that day and that moment, four billion years ago or so, when, out of the universe’s grab-bag of ninety-nine elements, a particular selection of elements was present in the waters of the earth, and a particular sort of wind was blowing on the water, and the water had reached a particular temperature and was lit by a particular sort of ultraviolet light, and a few of those elements in the water collided with each other in just the right places so that they stuck together and formed certain particular molecules, and then after a long period of sloshing around in the water, several of those molecules bumped into each other and stuck together, and they became something that was alive. Well, I just wanted to say that those collisions that occurred in the water are sometimes called ‘random’ or ‘arbitrary’ or ‘unpredictable’, but they were not random, arbitrary, or unpredictable, any more than what happens when a croupier spins a roulette wheel in a casino is random, arbitrary or unpredictable. When the croupier spins the wheel and the ball lands on number twenty-four, that is not a chance event. Given the relatively fixed conditions that exist in the casino, the ball landed on the number twenty-four because of the precise amount of force the croupier applied to the spin of the wheel. The 17croupier couldn’t tell you how much force that was, and neither could the onlookers or the players at the table, but all the same it was a specific amount of force, and given that that specific amount of force was applied, the ball could not have landed on number twenty-three. And four billion years ago, given the temperature of the water and all the other conditions, and given the particular prior events in the history of those particular elements, they had to collide, they had to touch each other in just the right places, and they had to connect and form molecules. It only took a few hundred million years, with each event in that water determined by all the events that came before it. And then a bit later the molecules had to connect and become things that were alive, and those things had to get bigger, and those bigger things had to become fish-like creatures, and the fish-like creatures had to crawl up on to the land, and some of them had to evolve to become humans, and humans had to discover fire and invent the wheel and the pretzel and the inflatable doll. Each thing that happened was inevitable, and each thing that will happen in the future is inevitable. And so my point is, the book of your life was written many billions of years ago. It was written, completed, and closed. And then locked. You’re in no position to read it, but you’re destined to live it. The whole story, everything that will happen to you and everything that you’ll do – it’s all already written in the book, down to the smallest detail. And everything that happens in the world has a chain of causes leading back from it – this was caused by this, and that was caused by something-or-other, back and back and back to the original elements and the water and the wind and the ultraviolet light.
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