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For the man I thought my husband was 


For the woman I used to be


And for all the girlies who were there when I needed them
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Luminous





JOEL HAD MET HER IN A NIGHTCLUB. The beat of the music pounded through his head like the drumming of horse’s hooves galloping across the ground. She wore a two-dollar fake flower lei around her neck, and it glowed in the half-dark of the special lights. Fluorescent yellow and green petals, each flower with a dark red centre. Her stomach was rounded then, but later she had lost the baby, born halfway through the pregnancy with no back to his head. When he thought of the lei now, he thought of the dark red centres, and the crimson lumps of placenta, which had made him think of rotting meat.


They didn’t have sex during her period. He hated blood. ‘Blood smells sour,’ he said.


‘It’s only clean blood, from inside me,’ she told him. And she put her fingers between her legs and got blood on their tips, tracing his name on the smoothness and the new flatness of her own stomach.


She liked sex to be like the sour green-apple Zombie Chews that children buy from dairies. She liked a little bit of pain; being bitten or being scratched, or having her hair pulled. A little bit of sour with the sweet, a little bit of edge. He refused to hurt her like that.


When she was younger, another girl had taught her to douche after sex to wash the sperm away, and the diseases, if there were any. She still did it when there were no condoms, using a small bottle of Coca-Cola, shaking the liquid inside, darker than old tea, until it bubbled and fizzled to a burnt golden-brown. Each bubble was as shiny as if she’d licked it herself. It whooshed up inside her when she took her finger off the bottle neck. She wondered if this had affected the baby when it had failed to wash away the sperm. She wondered if that was why he hadn’t been born right.


 


She had red hair. She put red dye over her own dark red to cover the grey hairs that had come since she’d met him. Thirty-two was too young to have grey hair. ‘Pull them out,’ he said, but there were too many, and she had been taught that if you pulled out a grey hair, six more would come.


Her skin was white, and she fed it with milky creams to keep it soft. It glowed with that indefinable luminosity that makes a woman beautiful. She never exposed it to the sun. It was like the pale, white jellyfish underneath the ocean who have no eyes, never needing to see because the water is black and thick.


 


During the day, Joel had a job in a factory printing egg cartons. In the supermarket, he would point out other egg cartons to her, printed by other companies. Sometimes there were patches where the print hadn’t come out properly. He wouldn’t let that happen on the cartons he printed, he said. Semitoxic bluey-green dye stained his arms up to his elbows, his hands and underneath his fingernails. After work, he scrubbed, had a quick nap, ate the dinner that she’d cooked, and then he went out.


He grew his own smoke now. He liked to drive, and have a joint. His plants waited for him in the dark like fragile ghosts; the timer light off. They were white clones, without chlorophyll – the white widow strain. When the buds were picked, tiny, sticky crystals clung to them like dew. It was more potent than anything else he’d ever smoked. When he shone his torch at them, he was reminded of the white wood of eucalyptus trees, lit up by his headlights back in the time when he’d travelled the lonely roads of the Australian Outback at night, looking for something. He hadn’t found it there, and he’d come back home.


He preferred to drive around at night. Things were different then. He liked to go past the Farmer’s Building before Christmas. It had a towering red-and-white Santa Claus anchored to the corner, hand up and waving. The building itself glowed like pale green ice, an iceberg adrift in the city light. He floated by, looking down side-streets, always searching.


 


Joel never took his girlfriend with him when he went out. ‘I need my freedom,’ he said. ‘No you can’t come. And that’s final. Spend time with your mates.’ But she was past the stage of wanting to go out. She was at the stage of wanting to stay home. With him. She wanted to hold his warm body while they slept.


She worried and imagined, lying in bed alone in the young hours of the morning. The alarm clock by her bed was luminous, and the numbers glowed like little ghosts, writhing and dancing in a circle around the slow-moving hands. Their dance was joyful, but she was not. Her heart pumped too fast, and her breathing was funny. She felt restless and knew that her body was constantly flooding with adrenaline, but she was unable to put it to use while she was lying in bed. It stopped her from sleeping. Sometimes, when the morning came, she was not sure if she’d been to sleep for a while or not. When she did remember sleeping, her dreams were full of looking for him, finding him, and then losing him again. Loneliness was the worst pain of all, worse than even a jellyfish sting.


 


Joel had tiny blue neons rigged up on the dashboard of his car. In the dark they gave the inside of his car an unearthly glow, as if he was sitting in an alien tomb. Some of the neons lit up the dials that measured his speed and his revs. One of the little blue lights illuminated the silver racing pedals on the floor. Clutch, brake, accelerator. When his foot was poised above them, he imagined a horse’s hoof, pawing at the ground, waiting for the command to release its muscles.


Once, on his way home, he came across one Tampax, and then several, lying on the road. He slammed on his brakes, thinking that a swarm of white mice was running across the road, under his wheels. Mice frighten horses, he thought. Their string tails curved behind them, like the painted white lines that marked the bends in the road. But instead of scattering, they remained frozen, and he realised what they were.


Not everything is what we think it is at first, he told himself. Sometimes we make mistakes. He’d made hundreds in his search. Sometimes he thought he saw things out of the corner of his eye when he didn’t. Maybe I smoke too much, he thought.


 


His girlfriend lay in bed at home thinking that every car she heard was his. Her heart beat in her ears as cars approached, and then stopped when they went past. The sound of their engines would disappear altogether, sucked into the vacuum of elsewhere. If she got up to go to the toilet, she found her hands were shaking. If Joel had been home to put his ear to her heart, he would have heard the sound of horses stampeding through the middle of it.


It took her a long time to see Jealousy as a little voice in her head, separate from her. Something evil, there to hurt her. Jealousy was a tiny blue angel, with long golden hair and see-through golden wings that beat really, really fast. At first she had thought that Jealousy was part of her, something helpful, a friend, and she had called her Intuition. If she popped into her head, she was a shadow of what had really happened. Once, she was sitting on top of Joel, and out of nowhere, Jealousy had made her think, I hope I’m better than the girl you fucked the other night.


‘Don’t be silly,’ he would say. ‘I never cheat on you. I wouldn’t do that.’ And while he was home, she believed him. She had known a lot of women who agreed that there’s a special feeling of knowing that you get when your partner is seeing someone else. But she knew that she needed to let go of that and see Jealousy as a destructive little voice, flitting through her mind, planting lies.


They’d given her some pills. She tried not to take them. Why should he make me into a crazy person because he doesn’t bother coming home? she thought. He could save me from this. When she did take them they took her to somewhere cold and distant, like the outer atmosphere. The air tasted really clean and fresh when she breathed, the whole way down her throat. Her heart felt still, not all choked up at the place where her bottom ribs met, in the middle of her chest.


Sometimes she thought it would be a relief if he cheated on her and she found out. Cheating was her bottom line, where the relationship would definitely be over. At least she’d know what to do, then. Better than always wondering if his behaviour was bad enough for her to give up on the two of them. Whether to let go of the good things, like the way he stroked her cheek with his forefinger. Like the way he whispered his love in her ear.


What if this going out all the time was just a phase for him, and he settled down like her? What if she got so wound up that she wasted everything? Being truly loved was something special, and she thought that, despite everything, he truly loved her.


Sometimes she would turn the lava lamp on and watch big globules of wax the colour of egg yolks rise and fall in the deep greeny-blue water. But it was all repetitious – there was no sense of progress; no beginning, no middle, no end. The wax went up, the wax went down. Occasionally, she tried to get her breathing in rhythm with it, just to make it go slower. But mainly, she lay in the dark and hoped for sleep.


If I’d had my baby, she thought, I wouldn’t be alone.


One night, tiredness took over, and she slept briefly, dreaming. She was in a car with Joel, and they were going to the hospital to get her baby. ‘If you don’t like what I do, get out of the car,’ he said, and she did. She started walking and didn’t look back or look for him at all in that dream. He was gone, and she didn’t care. When she woke up, she felt as if she could see both of them clearly, as though she was floating outside her body, unclouded by her love for him.


She could see how he did his sorry, liquid-eyes thing, and how he made up excuses for not coming home that he knew she wanted to hear. And she saw all the times that he had done it laid out and strung together like a sparkling necklace of his dark adventures, none of them forgotten by her. All the excuses that he had used fell away, like grime polished off by her dream.


A friend had told her once that she’d know when she came to the point when she’d had enough. She wasn’t quite there yet, but she could see it up ahead. She listened to a Kris Kristofferson record that her mum had played when she was little, and she remembered that she had had a life before she met him. She had survived before. Surely she could survive if he was gone?


One night, her phone vibrated. There was a message on the pale blue screen, glowing in the dark. ‘Look outside on the wall,’ it read. He hardly ever sent her messages, not even to say where he was, or to tell her whether he’d be home or not. He never replied to her own texts, and she’d stopped sending them.


Outside, the moon was full. Cold and white and lonely, and the air on the way up to the sky was very clean and blue, almost as if it was day, sprayed out of a can. The moon, she thought, is like one of my pills, floating up there all alone in outer space.


A cold film of silver light lay on the factory wall across the road. A trail of luminous paint lit by the moonlight was beginning to glow. How could something so cold warm something else so that it glowed? The letters got clearer and bolder until she could see where the paint had run in little dribbles. ‘I love you, I love you, I love you,’ it said.


 


Driving back towards the city in the last hours of darkness, Joel could see the big neon cross up on the Hawkins construction crane; doing their bit for Easter. It was a pinky-orange colour, like salmon in a can. He imagined walking out along the boom with his arms outstretched, not holding on, and then clinging to the cross. It was fitting really, a symbol of death and resurrection on a crane that was used to rip down the old Auckland, and hoist up the new.


In the distance, as the light thinned with the dawn, he thought he saw a dapple of grey, and a flash of silver. He accelerated and drove towards it. He spent nearly every night driving towards it. But he didn’t see it through his own eyes now. He saw it as if he was a stranger, standing outside on the concrete footpath in the early morning. Mist swirled around, and they hadn’t even turned the apricot-pink streetlights off yet.


The horse stood on the road, with its beautiful head arched downwards, pawing at the ground with its front hoof. Myriad small patches on the grey hide on its neck and back glistened silver, like an arrangement of thumb prints, deep at the base, shallow at the near end.


And he saw the bedroom curtain twitch, and his little boy face look sadly out through the glass. His jaw was twisted into a big lump on one side where his father had hit him, and the rosy swelling was already beginning to be tinged a dirty grey. He saw himself looking at the horse which was waiting out there for him on the road, and he knew how much he longed for the day when he would cling to its mane, and it would carry him away.



















Old Ways





THE AFTERNOON SUNLIGHT was the same golden yellow as piss in a jar at the doctor’s surgery. The old pink, white and red camellia trees let their spindly trunks throw their shadows backwards like burnt matchsticks. Next to them, the trunks of the pongas were like poles patterned with spiky black diamonds. The letterbox was down there and, as usual, it was empty when Kuki went to check it.


He lived in a falling-down house on a hill with his uncle Caspar. One of Caspar’s eyelids was stitched shut with straggly black cotton stitches, and it seemed as if a spider had been trapped under the lid and was waving its black legs, trying to get out. The other eye was yellow where it should have been white, and the pupil was covered with a milky film, making him look blind. At first, Kuki had wondered if they’d stitched up the wrong eye.


There was a horse in the paddock next to the house, and Caspar always said that as long as the horse could see, then so would he. Kuki had never seen a horse like it. From a distance, it was just another dark brown pony with a rough mane. But when you got up close and pushed the mane aside, you could see that the horse had bright blue eyes.


As time went on, Caspar’s good eye began to develop a bluish tint when the light shone on it. Even before that happened, people had been saying that he couldn’t stay by himself, and that someone was going to have to look after him. So Kuki was sent. He knew he’d been picked because no one wanted him either, and they were knocking two birds on the head with the same stone.


If Caspar wanted a letter written to the Pākehā (or the kēhua, as he sometimes called them), to his insurance company when his car got pranged, or the bank when they made a mistake on his account, he lay in wait for the minister. He found him in the small Māori Anglican Church across the road. During the week, it was all locked up, and no more Māori went there anymore. But some of the Pākehā farming people still made it for the service on a Sunday.


 


After everyone except the minister had left, Caspar hoisted himself up the little stairs one at a time, leaning on his tokotoko. Puffing and panting, he heaved himself in at the side door. The minister always sighed when he saw him clutching his sheet of paper. Caspar never knew exactly what he wanted to write. He just wanted those Pākehā dealt with.


It was Caspar’s special paper, and it had its own watermark. He’d shown it to Kuki once. If you held it up to one of the small windows that let the cool, respectful country light into the dim church, you could see how faint blue ships tumbled across the thick, new-smelling paper. It was the colour of fresh cream, straight from the cow.


To seal his letters, Caspar melted a little bit of red wax from a block that he kept in the drawer, and rolled his ring across it to leave an imprint when the small blob was nearly dry. People said that it was his wedding ring, but though he had a lot of kids to a lot of different mothers all over the show, no one could remember a wife. ‘Your tīpuna used this sealing wax to make red circles around the eyes of the tiki that they wore around their necks,’ Caspar told Kuki. ‘My Nanny Ruihi showed me that.’


Every afternoon, Caspar had a sleep. He was on medication for the early stages of Parkinson’s disease, and his body shook with little earthquakes, leaving the dark hills and valleys of his flesh heaving.


Kuki usually spent Caspar’s sleep going through his drawers, warming little bits of wax with his thumb, tracing the ships on the paper with his finger, and reading Caspar’s mail. There wasn’t much of it. Most of it was from the Pākehā.


It had been a long time since anybody called Caspar by his real name, but there it was on the letters. Caspar was a name that he’d picked up as a young man, because of the way he’d just vanished when husbands had wanted to have a word with him about their wives, or fathers about their daughters. It was as if, just like a ghost, he’d been able to leave a room without using a window or a door, and people joked that he must have gone through a wall, or through the keyhole.


Of course, he was much slimmer then; a real lady’s man. People laughed at the name Caspar now, because instead of being as white as a ghost wrapped in a sheet, he was dark brown, like a block of energy chocolate.


He had a gold tooth, right at the front, up the top, shining between his dark lips when he grinned. People said that his teeth were so yellow that it wouldn’t be long before they caught up and all his teeth went gold.


Over at the pā, Caspar was famous for giving long whaikōrero where he said little more than ‘nau mai, haere mai’ and ‘tēnā koutou katoa’ in about fifty different ways. Every time they thought he was about to wind down and finish, he’d draw another breath, get a second wind, and find another way to go through it all again. Some people had the idea that maybe he forgot what he’d already said.


It didn’t help that sometimes his words slurred into mumbles, as if he might slide off into sleep, although to Kuki it seemed that he just hadn’t quite decided what he wanted to say. And sometimes he had long pauses while he was thinking, where he just said the occasional ‘heh’.


He had the habit of going ‘heh’in between a lot of his sentences, like a hen getting comfortable. His round body, where his chubby arms followed the curve of his torso as if they were tucked under like wings, added to the effect. So when people told him to move into town, or to put his name down for kaumātua housing he’d say, ‘What do you think would happen to this house if I moved out, heh?’


Some people privately thought that it needed bulldozing, but it was more likely that it would get tired, because it had been standing for so long, and lean in on itself, the elbows of each wall trying to rest on the one opposite it.


Caspar had been born in that house. It stood on a small hill, and in the late afternoon, the shadows on the grass on the surrounding hilly paddocks were like pools of ink collecting in the hollows. Down the slope to the right was the pā, and down the slope to the left was a swamp.


Kuki liked it down in the swamp. It was filled with flax; green with a glow of gold when the sun shone through. The frogs were the same colour, with stripes of bright yellow and what seemed to be carefully applied gold-leaf. Sometimes there were metallic green beetles, upside down and waving their legs, as if they had fallen out of a fairy tale and into the water.


Once, when there had been a problem with the plumbing, and turning on the tap had produced a glung, glung, sound, as if the pipes were trying to suck the water up but were gagging on the effort, Kuki had brought water up from the swamp in a bucket and they’d washed in it. Caspar had soaked his false teeth in it. Luckily he couldn’t see what Kuki had seen floating in it.


The rooms of Caspar’s house were filled with junk. On the mantelpiece in the kitchen was a ceramic egg-cup from the seventies, a black-and-white painted china dog with red lips, and a brand of sticking plasters that you could no longer buy.


In the living room, Kuki had to pick his way across holes in the floor to get to the old chairs, which looked a lot like puddings that had been sat on. He could have reached down and touched the earth through the floorboards if he hadn’t been scared that there might be rats down there.


Caspar swore that his Nanny Ruihi sat at the kitchen table and told him not to leave her house. He was the kaitiaki, she said, and he wasn’t to leave it till the day he died.


‘Don’t be silly,’ people said. ‘You can’t get stuck in the old ways. There’s no such thing as ghosts. You’ve got to let progress happen. Can’t stay in that rundown old house for ever.’ Caspar’s attitude was that he was just glad that someone came to the house to visit him. He saw a lot of people at the pā, but no one ever bothered to walk up the hill.


Caspar’s potato patch was outside the house. He said that he thought the best time was when he dug them up and left them in piles for Kuki to bring inside. He grew the old Māori varieties that his Nanny Ruihi had grown, and the potatoes that he dug up now were the mokos of the ones she’d planted back then. Purple ones, red ones and ones with funny knobs. The purple ones were bright purple all the way through when they were cooked, but if you closed your eyes, they tasted exactly like potato and gravy from KFC.


 


The day after Caspar won Lotto, it seemed as if everybody already knew before Kuki had even got out of bed. Cars gleamed in the early morning sunshine outside; metallic gold, pale blue and green, reminding him of the beetles upside-down in the swamp. All of Caspar’s grown-up kids were arriving, as well as distant whānau, and people he hadn’t seen for years. People had all thought that they might just drop in on Caspar that morning.


He hadn’t won the six million, or even one million, but he’d won a tidy couple of hundred thousand. Caspar listened to each person speak about the expenses they faced, and then he told them he’d let them know whether he could help them out or not. He had a small chunk of jelly from a Jelly-tip he’d been eating stuck to his chin, and the sun shone through it like a clear, red rock of gemstone.


He got Kuki to write down everybody’s names and addresses on one of the pieces of watermarked paper. People came and went for three days before they were all gone again. Afterwards, there was a big, long list.


Then Caspar made his decision. Kuki helped him across the road to see the minister, who blinked when he saw how many sheets of paper Caspar had brought, all to have the same words written on them by the minister’s fountain pen. The minister had to take the letters home. He brought them all back, finished, the following Sunday.


‘Ngā mihi aroha,’ the letters said, and a long greeting followed in Māori. ‘I have considered all your requests,’ they continued, ‘and I know that you will agree that I have decided to do the best thing. The money will be spent fixing up our Nanny Ruihi’s house, and Kuki will live there and look after it when I’m gone.’


 


‘The old blue-eyed horse is looking a bit sick, boy,’ Caspar said to Kuki. ‘Can’t last forever, you know.’ He gave some money to the pā committee to fix up the roof of the wharenui, and he gave a little bit of money to the minister to fix up the tukutuku panels in the church, which was really to thank him for writing all those letters. And he gave five thousand dollars to his youngest daughter Shirley, because she’d been to visit him once or twice over the years.


 


After that, when Kuki went up to the letterbox, there were quite a few letters from people expressing their disappointment that Caspar couldn’t even help out his own family.


The blue-eyed horse got a sore on its back that became flyblown, and eventually it died. Caspar – blind as an old rat and shaking like a man caught out by a jealous husband – had to be helped around the house by Kuki. But at least he didn’t have to worry about avoiding holes in the floor anymore.


And when he finally passed away, Kuki found that Caspar was right. Sometimes, sitting at the table near where Caspar was born was Nanny Ruihi, her hair pulled back into a knot, her body almost transparent. ‘How’s my potatoes going?’ she’d say. And Kuki knew that it was only a matter of time until Caspar turned up to sit with her.



















Born Wrong





PIXIE HAD ALWAYS BEEN attracted to dark-skinned men. She liked to stand naked in front of the mirror while they stood behind her, cupping one of her breasts in each hand. She liked the way her fair skin contrasted with their dark fingers.


Men with moles like licks of paint repulsed her. She had no conscious reason for this, but her mother had died of skin cancer, so maybe biology was telling her something.


Then she met a man in the half-light. He had black hair, and she couldn’t tell the tone of his complexion. He made her laugh, and she slept with him. A couple of days later, she noticed the brown dapples on his legs, but it was too late. She liked the way he smelt. The unsmellable smell on his skin made her want to lick it.


He slept with the fan on every night in summer. The whining hum of it followed her through her dreams. He got itchy if he didn’t have it, and his scratching caused the sides of his stomach to ooze with a clear dew that stuck to the sheets.


She knew that he had bad genes. His brother, he said, had scars from being separated from a Siamese twin who died. His uncle had a clubfoot, and once had an epilepsy attack in the small toyshop in the main street. It was only a mild one, where he knocked trucks made from recycled plastic off their shelves and scattered a jar of steely marbles, but everybody talked about it. Pixie was horrified when she realised that he was related to him, but once again, it was too late. She was already pregnant. He was already spending most of his time at the pub.


When her son was born, and as he grew, Pixie wasn’t actually sure if something was wrong or not. Everyone has seen those older people who look childlike; young children who look old. They have short bodies with a large head, and a grown-up expression on their faces.


Pixie never marked his birthday. There were no presents, nothing at all to mark the day, and he would have been hard put himself to say which day it was from all the other days. It was as if – feeling that something wasn’t quite right, but not able to put her finger on it – Pixie would have liked to forget her son altogether.


They lived in an old house on the edge of a small town. The ceilings were high, and they might have been cream, or a pale, pale blue. You couldn’t tell, because they were covered with the varnish that you find in those old houses, the sort that goes yellowish with age, the way that a flypaper yellows.


Pixie’s son spent a lot of time in the lounge, working on his PlayStation tan. That was okay with Pixie, because it meant she had to bother about him less. He had to be careful with electricity though, even the static electricity on the screen. He got shocks from everything: the sparks that came when he brushed his hair at night, the metal dial in the public phonebox, car door-handles.


Pixie rarely bothered to send him to school, which further confused his age. Sometimes Anna would come around. Pixie did Bible studies with Anna on the powder-blue top of the kitchen table, and she made her son do some too – just to save her conscience a little bit – when she could tear him away from the PlayStation.


Anna had Jesus fever. Pixie didn’t; she was just bored. But the glow of certainty, of goodness, radiated from Anna’s face like faint electricity. Her son was wary of her, as if she too might shock him. Although she didn’t know it, he avoided skin-to-skin contact with her, and made it a point never to touch her fingers, even when she passed him something – a piece of paper perhaps, or whatever she had put out on a chipped china plate for them to eat.


Being poor, for Pixie, meant that she couldn’t change her sanitary pad as often as she’d like, or a packet wouldn’t last her five days. But she would open some Super Wines for Anna; their frilly edges and sharply stamped lines making each one perfect. Occasionally, they might have pineapple pieces swimming in an eggshell-blue dish. Something cheap, but something that even someone with money might have served.


Pixie often told her son, and Anna, and anyone who would listen, that he had been born with the wrong genes on his father’s side. Anna tried to say that God makes people, not science, but Pixie talked right over the top of her. ‘Bad blood,’ she said. ‘I knew it all the way through my pregnancy. I never ate smoked mussels, or even the tiniest little bit of cheese, but I worried, and I was right.’ And because it was a small town, and he was different, all the other people who were the same as each other seemed to think that she was right too.


It was a small town on the way to other places. But people paid attention when they drove through at night. Someone, with small-town eagerness to get noticed, had come up with the idea of making big pictures with strings of pinky-orange lights. There was a Bible above the church, a ship above the boat-sales yard, a coffin over the funeral parlour and a hamburger where you could stop to buy takeaways. Electric pictures everywhere. He was a little bit afraid of town at night.


But electricity surrounded him. He stood by his gate one night, looking across the paddocks into the middle distance where the pylons stood in rows like frozen grey robots with thin arms. Further away, the steel-coloured cloud hung so low on the horizon that only a narrow salmon-pink strip, like the translucent lip of a pipi, let the cooling glow of the sunset through.


He could feel the hum in the air, the tiny little unseen sparks, and he wondered if that was what was stunting him, subtly shifting his cells.


He found a few friends like himself and, forming a kinship of outcasts, they hung around on street corners, cigarettes dangling from their fingers, shocking the people who thought that they were younger. And some of them probably were. Sometimes they got so bored that they would sit on the asphalt footpath outside the smoky rooms of the Pigeon Fanciers’ Club, under a sky where the blue was so washed out it was almost white, and count eyelashes on their fingertips as if they were the plucked petals of a daisy. She loves me, she loves me not, until their gentle tugging produced no more. Who ‘she’ was, they wouldn’t have been able to say.
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