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Lighter

 

A. Aduma


To my brain cells, both alive and dead, you put up a brave fight. You can rest now.


Chapter One

“Please tell me it’s mahamri,” I said enthusiastically when I saw Granma kneading dough that would hopefully be rolled, cut into little squares, dipped into deep frying oil, and covered in whipped cream to create a slice of heaven. Paired with hot chai, it opened the door to another dimension.

Granma pounded the dough, one-two, and flipped it over. “It is.”

“Should I start on the tea?”

“You should start by taking the trash out.” She straightened, wiped the thin film of sweat from her forehead, and pointed to the overflowing trashcan. I could have emptied it last night, but I had an assignment due and each second counted; the four minutes it would have taken had seemed like a lifetime.

“Okay.” I stepped farther into the kitchen and pinched some of the dough. Granma smacked my hand with her flour-covered one. I should have seen it coming; it was a dance we’d been doing since I was five­­—I’d pinch the dough, she’d slap my hand, and warn me about worms making my stomach swell.

Sure enough she said, “Tumbo lako litafura.”

I refrained from rolling my eyes. The way she used to tell it, when I was a kid my stomach would get as large as a balloon before it burst, spraying worms everywhere.

I tossed the dough in my mouth, grabbed a pot, filled it with water, and put it to boil for tea. One thing Granma and I liked was tea—tea in the morning, tea in the afternoon, tea before bed—and coming to America hadn’t changed that. As soon as she was done with the mahamri, she’d set herself up on her favorite floral armchair in front of the TV with her cup of steaming hot tea and catch up on some daytime soaps. Sometimes I joined her—TV dramas had some really cute guys.

“They finally gave up the dog,” Granma announced.

“Huh?”

“Mrs. Kyle and that dog. The pepo chafu will not be terrorizing us again.”

Mrs. Kyle lived on the other side of the street, one house down from us. Her bulldog, Teddy—a name that maybe shouldn’t be handed out so easily to slobbering dogs—had the bad habit of chasing and attacking people, and she refused to put it on a leash. Granma did not like her. The whole neighborhood didn’t like her.

“Paul was right,” she continued, “Soon as someone threw in the word ‘sue,’ she became more accommodating.”

There’d been a lot of that lately—Paul this and Paul that. It would have slipped my mind if I hadn’t noticed her FaceTiming him two weeks before, and then a day ago. Paul only lived a fifteen-minute drive away, so why not text? Anyway, what was so important that she needed to video call?

“I’m guessing some are for Paul?”

“Yes.”

“That’s nice.”

She pulled a drawer open and retrieved a rolling pin. “Why are you saying it like that?”

“How am I saying it?”

“Like you mean to say something else.”

“It’s nothing— Okay, you and Paul are…friendly,” I teased.

“I don’t have many friends; another one never hurts.”

“True, but I don’t know many people who go around fixing other people’s houses out of the kindness of their heart.”

Granma fixed her eyes on the dough and started to roll it. “It’s called kindness. Looks like you’ve forgotten the meaning of the word.”

“I remember,” I said quickly before it turned into a speech about undugu. Yes, yes, love thy neighbor, unless it was Mrs. Kyle, of course. Lines had to be drawn somewhere.

I added a cinnamon stick and some ginger into the pot and turned to head back to my room. Granma pointed to the trashcan. “Usitume nikwambie mara ya pili.”

Right, the trash. I sighed.

Her eyes bored into me as I bent to pick it up, which usually made me more self-aware. Like, had I brushed my teeth or cleaned my room? “I don’t know where your mind is nowadays.”

I paused. “Just tired.” Second week of school, Granma!

I was still trying to shake off summer vibes and find my back-to-school rhythm. It wasn’t going great. On top of the mound of piling homework and the early waking hours that turned me into a zombie—sometimes even with growling, and on really bad days, I could bite someone’s head off—I was trying to dodge Scott, my ex-boyfriend. Whenever he weaved his way into my thoughts, my chest would burn with shame, and my body would turn into a bundle of nerves. That chai and mahamri better come quick. I needed a pick-me-up.

“You put your shirt on backward on Tuesday and didn’t notice.”

“My mind was elsewhere.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And you’re not on drugs?”

I refrained from sighing. “No, I am not on drugs.”

“What is it, then?”

“Not enough sleep.”

“Why? What do you have to stress about?”

I slumped. Things were off, and I couldn’t shake the oddness. Before I could get that out, Granma shuddered, exhaled loudly, and reached for the counter, clutching it tightly.

I moved toward her. “You okay?” But she waved me off.

Her mouth opened, closed, opened again, but nothing came out. I frowned in confusion. Finally, after a few seconds, she said, “Trash.”

“Okay, okay.”

“And check for your keys.”

“Ha ha.” Again, I was tired that day.

I shifted my eyes to her hands, still gripping the counter and repeated, “You okay?”

“I…haven’t pounded dough in forever.”

Her words were labored and breathy. She had been pounding away like an MFA fighter. Maybe that was it. Now I knew what I’d get her for Christmas—a stand mixer. Maybe that would encourage her to make mahamri more often and not break a sweat while doing it. I could do it, but I’d never gotten them right—soft and sweet but with a tinge of lemon and overwhelming taste of coconut. Mine usually came out too hard.

I lifted the bag and headed outside.

“And water my herbs for me.”

I huffed. I ought to have known going to the kitchen when Granma was there meant a one hundred percent chance I’d come out with a chore.

“Am I hearing you grumble?”

“No.”

“Good because that would be disrespectful to your elders.”

I held back the eye roll and made my way to the garbage bins. I dumped the trash and went to water her plants.

Granma had raised-bed planters for her herbs that Paul had made for her. The day he did it, Granma had prioritized keeping him company to watching her TV dramas even though she was religious about not missing episodes. Then there was that time Natalie had been over for their book club—they were the only two in the club, and they read one book a year, spent five minutes talking about how they didn’t get a chance to read it, and gossiped the rest of the time—and I overhead Granma describe Paul as a fine, fine man. Sure, there had been some wine involved, but still.

I winced when the scent of mint made me think of Scott. He loved mint-flavored ice cream and chewing mint-flavored bubblegum. I’d made it another week successfully avoiding him—thank you crowded hallways and different schedules. It was exhausting. I was constantly in flight mode. There had to be another way.

Apologize, a voice echoed in my mind. Apologize? As in, like, say sorry and stuff? Hmm.

Not that I hadn’t thought of it before, but how did people do that? The idea sounded foreign. Save for when I stepped on someone’s foot or bumped into them by accident; that was easy because they were accidents. Honest mistakes. What I had done had not been an honest mistake. So how did someone apologize for dumbness?

It was easier to stay clear of him, avoid any more drama, and focus on school.

If I ignored it maybe it would have no option but to magically—

“Eedy!” I paused, spooked by how she sounded—like a rusted engine trying and failing to come to life. As I put the watering can down, there was the sound of a body hitting the floor with a soft thud.

My heart leaped into my throat, and my stomach twisted with dread.

I rushed back to the house and found Granma lying on the floor—flat on her stomach and still as a rock. The world tilted and blurred together.

“Granma?” I said in a shaky whisper. I fell to my knees and with weak arms managed to turn her over. My breath caught at the sight of her. Her dark eyes were wide open, unfocused, and unblinking. A chill snaked down my back. I leaned down and felt her warm breath on my face. Oh, thank fuck.

I grabbed her hand and recoiled at its limpness. “Granma, are you okay?” Of course, she wasn’t okay.

She groaned.

“Tafadhali amka!” Please get up. I tried to pull her up and failed. Granma wasn’t small, and despite my size, I couldn’t get her to move. My pulse started to race and a heavy weight pressed down on my chest; breathing became difficult. I gasped for breath.

No. No. It would be alright.

“Musa?” she whispered roughly.

The hope I’d been holding on to sank somewhere to my toes. “No, Rasheed. Eedy.”

Musa was my babu’s name—my grandfather—a man we’d silently agreed to never speak of, ever. To Granma, saying his name was equal to calling on the devil, which wasn’t that far off from the truth.

I needed to call for help. She lay on the floor, immobile, her empty stare on me. I did not want to leave her. My eyes blurred. I stood on shaky feet and rushed to get my phone still buried under books from last night’s homework rush. My palms were sweaty enough it took a few swipes before I hit dial on the emergency contact. The person on the other end promised the ambulance would be coming soon.

I returned to crouch next to Granma and took her hand. She slurred something unintelligible that I failed to understand. “They’re coming.” I squeezed her hand.

She grumbled. It sounded like a mangled animal. I blinked to keep the tears from falling, but that only made them fall harder.

“Itsfine,” she slurred. Her hand twitched in mine.

It didn’t seem fine.

Last time she had ended up in hospital, it hadn’t been fine. Three weeks after I turned eight, and the world had turned upside down. I fought off the gnawing helplessness and tried to cling to positive thoughts. It would be alright.

Granma would be alright.

She didn’t really have a choice. She had her dramas waiting for her, Christmas was a few months away—Granma loved Christmas, all those sales and store decorations hyped her up—and I was going to graduate from high school.


Chapter Two

Signs of a stroke.

The paramedic’s words echoed in my mind. A stroke. The little knowledge I had of strokes stemmed from watching TV. My mind conjured an old person, seated in a wheelchair unmoving, sometimes with a hand that twitched.

My gut knotted painfully. The idea of Granma spending the rest of her life in a wheelchair broke my heart. Granma was an energetic person, she laughed with her whole body and loved to sing and dance—she always made sure her church clothes were lose enough to allow for easy movements during praise and worship, and she walked like there was an invisible beat playing in the background.

It didn’t make sense. How could this have happened? It had been a normal Saturday: I’d started out on my laptop, rewarding myself with fanfic after completing my assignment, and when I heard Granma moving about in the kitchen, I’d kicked off my blankets, eager to see what she was up to. It ate at me, how that had turned into waiting in the hospital hyperacute wing as Granma went through scans and tests to tell if it had been a stroke, and what kind.

She’d been fine, and then she wasn’t.

My knee hadn’t stopped bouncing, and my stomach was a tangled knot. Every time the word stroke came to mind, I thought I’d hurl for sure.

The doors swung open, and a nurse with red hair stepped into the hallway. Her eyes landed on me. I tensed waiting for her to approach and tell me something had gone wrong. But her gaze moved past me to the man furiously typing on his phone seated across from me.

Fuck.

I imagined in another universe, Granma’s voice hadn’t been strangled and missing her whimsical Swahili accent, and instead of a cry for help, she’d been calling on me to check on the boiling water. In another universe, she’d have finished cooking, I would have finished making tea, we would have had our breakfast. I would have gone to work, leaving her on the couch in front of the TV, and probably have found her there when I returned. In her words, a perfect free day.

Now, I had to text Mrs. Clay and tell her I wouldn’t make it. I helped Mrs. Clay with gardening and yardwork since her arthritis had worsened, making kneeling and bending difficult. She, instead, would sit on her porch, wearing a gigantic hat and dictating every move I made, from how I held a shovel to how I could look at her—not with wide eyes which unfortunately was the only state my eyes knew.

While I was at it, I needed to tell Mo and Peep that Granma was in the hospital. Natalie, too…and Frida. I didn’t have the energy to do it. It would make it all too real. I was still waiting to wake up and find drool on my physics textbook.

I managed to pull out my phone and find Mrs. Clay’s number. I started to type. Hello Mrs. Clay. I’m really sorry, I won’t be able to make it today. My grandmother was rushed to the hospital. I hit send.

The door opened again. I looked up, tensed, but it was someone entering not leaving. This wait was slowly killing me. If I waited any longer, they’d have to find me a sick bed.

My phone buzzed. Rasheed, how many times has your grandmother been sick?

Right. That. I’d probably used the excuse of Granma being fictitiously sick so I could skip work a little too often because a day of the sun beating down on me while she pointed out my mistakes held less appeal than staying in and watching TV with Granma. And it was only twice. In both cases, Granma had said something about migraines.

Granma’s superstitions lodged themselves in my mind. What if I’d brought this on her by lying about her health?

No, it couldn’t be.

I took a picture of the waiting room and sent Mrs. Clay the picture. It might be a stroke.

There was a long pause as I watched the three type dots. I held my breath. Mrs. Clay was a little bossy. Completely understandable, if I ever lived to be seventy-seven, I would be too. But she paid me, and I didn’t have to ask for money from Granma all the time. I didn’t want to lose her as a customer.

Finally, the message appeared. Sorry to hear that. How is she doing?

I filled her in on the situation, and she wished Granma a quick recovery, and that her yard would be waiting for me after things calmed down. Oh, thank fuck.

Finally, a short round lady in a white coat approached me. She had heavy lidded bloodshot eyes and a tooth gap. “Are you Rasheed Tawi?”

I nodded, too numb to speak. She introduced herself, but it went over my head. She explained some other things that seemed irrelevant. Did Granma have a stroke or not? Was she alive? Please tell me she was alive. My mind whirled trying to catch and make sense of the words falling out of her mouth in her soft toneless voice. I nodded again, hoping that would make her get to the point faster.

Finally, I caught on—a “ministroke” with temporary effects.

“So she’s okay? She’s awake?”

“Yes, she’s awake.” The woman’s lips stretched into a tired smile. “I’ll take you to her.”

I heaved a sigh of relief.

*

Granma had her eyes closed when I entered the room. A nurse with a double chin was putting pillows under her left side. I approached her bedside with timid steps. She seemed to sense me hovering and blinked before her dark eyes settled on me. They were sunken, dull and watery. Her skin more wrinkled than I remembered. It occurred to me Granma was not young—even worse, she was growing old. She was fifty-nine about to hit the big six-o.

My eyes stung with tears. “You good?” I asked. Through a tight throat.

“Feeling hazy.”

I swallowed, my throat itchy and dry. “I thought…” I tilted my head up to keep the tears from falling. It was difficult to utter the D-word; I couldn’t risk the grim reaper trolling the hospital hallways, hearing it, and come knocking on Granma’s door.

She patted my hand. “I’m good now; God has been kind.” Her speech was slurred and her voice low.

I collapsed on a chair and tightly wrapped my fingers around its arms to stop them from trembling.

Another doctor joined us to tell us more about the results of the scans and tests. I tried to settle my mind and somehow catalogue the events of the day, filter out the fear, and replace that with a bit of logic and rationality. The doctors called it a “transient ischemic attack.” The temporary effects often resolved themselves, but they encouraged a surgery to help minimize the occurrence of an actual stroke. What I got was: Granma was fine. She’d get to do all the dancing she wanted, and the world wouldn’t be denied her rhythmic walking style. They explained a little bit more about the surgery and left.

“I hope,” Granma started then paused and licked her lips. She pointed to the glass of water with a straw. “Water.” I held the glass as she drunk and then put it back down. “I hope you didn’t leave the stove on.”

“I didn’t.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” In between the paramedics trying to figure out what Granma’s problem was and me looking for appropriate shoes, I’d remembered to turn the stove off as the last drops were about to evaporate.

“We need a house to go back to.” She sighed and sank further into the pillows. “But the dough, that’s definitely wasted. I’d been so excited about making mahamri.”

“When you’re well, you can make it again,” I told her. “I can assure you I am not thinking about the ruined dough.”

She sighed again. “Who’d have thought the day would end with me in the hospital?”

Definitely not me.

“Did you call Frida?”

“Not yet.”

“Or Natalie?” I shook my head. “Paul?” I furrowed my eyebrows. “Not even your friends?”

“I’ll call them.” First, I had to make sure you were not dying.

Granma stared at me expectantly.

I pulled out my phone. Phone calls exhausted me. I preferred texting, face-to-face, or nothing—depending on my mood. I found the group Mo, Peep, and I had created and sent a message. Granma was rushed to the hospital, she had a stroke.

I waited for a reply, doubting one would come soon. Peep had gone over to his girlfriend Tani’s place. Her parents were out, and I doubted Peep had his attention fixed on the phone. Mo always had his notifications turned off and could take either a minute or a week to reply.

“Texts?” Granma said disapprovingly.

“We talked about this.”

She shook her head. “Give me that phone.”

Reluctantly, I handed it over, grateful I hadn’t started the day by exercising my right hand and, therefore, nothing on the phone would make Granma possibly lose her eyesight. She dialed Frida first. The phone rang and rang; no one picked up. Not a surprise. She’d probably gone into a state of shock at seeing my name on her screen. Or she didn’t have my number; maybe that would explain her lack of texting or calling. It was possible she was asleep­—she was in Afghanistan shooting a documentary on their Independence Day celebrations­—but I doubted it. Devils never slept.

Granma had me type up a message.

Natalie Herman picked up on the second ring. From where I sat, I could make out her startled high-pitched voice as Granma delivered the news. She was Granma’s best friend, her only close friend. They’d met in the grocery store when Granma had been trying to figure out what “oz.” meant. Not like it mattered, but Granma was the type to read instructions and ingredients, even on toothpaste. They discovered they were both new to town. Natalie had a tenured position teaching gender studies at Albert Bernard University. Her mother was Tanzanian, but she’d been born and raised in California. By the time they made it to the checkout counter, they’d decided they were best friends, and I was being invited for a playdate with her son, Adam Herman, who happened to be in the same grade. Their friendship had grown over the years while Adam and mine had withered and died.

Paul’s call went unanswered. She frowned at the screen before she handed back the phone and asked me to type another message.

“Okay,” I said as I stood and stretched, my whole body stiff from exhaustion. “I’ll be back.”

“Unaenda wapi?”

“To the bathroom. I don’t have to announce that.”

“Oh.” Granma’s lips twitched, and her eyes shone with amusement. I smiled back, assured things would look up.

*

I cringed when I saw myself in the mirror. Painted on my face was the rollercoaster of the morning I had ridden. My eyes red and puffy, my lips cracked and flaky, cheeks streaked with dried tears, and hair unkempt. I splashed water on my face, ignoring that in an hour or two I’d be ashy.

As I dried off, my phone belted out Tupac’s “Dear Mama.” The ringtone was a joke—Frida was my mama, but she was not dear. I braced myself. “Hallo?”

“Rasheed? It’s Frida.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “How’s Mama doing?”

“She’s fine now. She fell, and I had to call the ambulance.” I’d seen an ambulance called once when Peep broke his arm, bone sticking out and white flesh exposed. “It was—it was pretty scary.” I wished she was here with me. It was a dumb wish.

I recounted what the doctors had said, and at the word surgery, she inhaled sharply.

“Can I talk to her?”

“I’m not with her right now; I’ll ask her to call.”

“Okay.” There was a long pause. I tapped my finger on the counter. “I’ll see if I can get a flight and come home.”

I blinked. It had been six months since I’d last seen Frida, but it didn’t count, not when she would be here today and gone by tomorrow. I hated it. As a kid, it’d been nerve-racking waiting for a mother I hadn’t seen in months as she shot her documentaries, only to see her for a week or two before she left again. By the time I was fifteen, my patience had worn off because even if she did have to work, she could have called or sent an email or text. There was no excuse for her ignoring me. “Aren’t you working?”

She sighed. “Not currently, no.”

“Oh?” If she wasn’t working, why hadn’t she come home? I paused, waiting for her to explain herself.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Okay.” Despite myself, I sagged with relief. If Frida came home, she would take some of the load off. She would know what to do. She would put things in order. Then, as soon as she was done, she’d be off again.

After the call ended, I spent a few extra minutes replaying the conversation in my mind. Something niggled at me.

Frida hadn’t asked how I was doing.


Chapter Three

Paul Obare walked into the hospital room with all the urgency of a desperate man. He paused in the doorway, his gaze raking over Granma as he took a slow and careful catalogue of her from head to toe before settling on her face and exhaling loudly. He stepped further into the room. He was panting, had a thin sheen of sweat on his bald head, and wore a wounded expression as if someone had stolen his candy.

In two strides, he was by her bedside. “Rukia!” He cupped her face, tilted it up, and scanned it as if he had X-ray vision or something. My eyes bulged, almost falling out of their sockets. “Oh thank God you’re alright!”

Granma’s cheeks had gone impossibly round, and her eyes bounced around the room before they settled on his. “Uh, Paul, yes…I am fine.”

Paul rubbed a thumb over Granma’s cheeks before he let go. I choked on air. What was happening?

“Hey, Rasheed. How are you doing?” Paul asked gently.

“Hi,” I squeaked. “Um, well…you know.” What was he asking? And why had he touched Granma like that?

“I’m sorry I didn’t pick up. I was doing some sanding.”

“You’re here now,” Granma said.

He squeezed her hand and sat on the edge of the bed. I turned to Granma to see her reaction; she was beaming like a ray of sunshine.

Heat crawled up my neck. This was weird. I was caught between wanting to roll around on the floor laughing because this shit was absurd, and leaving because this was, like, super weird. I took door number two. I was hungry anyway, starving; the last time I’d eaten was last night.

“I’m going to look for food,” I announced and narrowed my eyes when I got no response. I cleared my throat. “Want something?”

“Great idea,” Granma said. She glanced my way.

“Do you want something?” I said more forcefully.

“Oh. No.”

In the cafeteria, I bought myself a tuna sandwich and found an empty table. I set the bottle of water down with too much force as I took my seat, my mind still in the hospital room. What had I witnessed? Paul and Granma acting like—like a couple. I’d known there was something there, but I hadn’t been aware it was like that. Like, that affectionate. How could I have missed it?

I frowned as I thought back to their interactions. Paul and Granma met last year during a Jamhuri Day barbecue in Dallas, put together by a Pastor Mwaura. Granma had dragged me along, and for the sake of keeping up a festive spirit, she’d played a mixture of zilizopendwa and Taarab for a solid three hours on the way. By the time we got to the party, my energy reserves were low.

The party had been boring. There’d been one person my age, and of course, she was an introvert. Paul introduced himself to Granma when he heard her complain about how difficult it was to find an affordable repairperson to fix our loose kitchen cupboards. Paul was a woodworker who did a bit of carpentry on the side, and he lived in Brooksville. Of course, we did too. There were close to two thousand of us Africans working for the pharmaceutical company there. A week later, Paul was fixing stuff in our house. A few months later, Granma was including him in our meal plans.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. It was on silent mode to piss Frida off if she called back. (How could she not have asked how I was? It was basic decency.) Sure enough, she’d called several times before she gave up and left a message. I might be able to get back by Monday. I hope nothing has gone wrong. Call me.

There were also missed calls from Mo, Peep, and Tani, the messages all echoing the same sentiment: is she okay, send address, pick up, are you okay? I wiped the grease off my hands and typed back a reply, catching them up and ending with I’m doing okay. Better than before at least. My heart rate had slowed, and I could hear myself think.

We want to come see her, Peep announced.

We can bring lots of sugar. Mo added a sunglasses emoji.

I smiled. Peep and Mo were my people. I’d met Peep through church, back when I went to church, and Mo through Peep. We were a unit, sometimes a functioning one, other times, we shared a single brain cell.

It was a good offer. I was easy; give me lots of candy, and we were solid. It was a tempting offer, but being around people after the day I’d had seemed like a chore. I wanted to sleep. I deserved sleep.

ME: Come tomorrow. It’s late and I want sleep.

Mo sent peace sign emojis. Alright, see you then.

PEEP: I’ll come after church

MO: also going to church btw…

ME: why?

PEEP: Malia…

I raised my eyebrows. Mo had an unhealthy relationship with Malia. Mo liked Malia, had even asked her to date him more than once. She’d said no both times but still kept Mo close by, in case she needed a box of tampons at the butt crack of a Sunday morning or wanted a cute ring or two from her favorite jeweler.

MO: no lectures. It’s serious this time, we’re going slow.

Does that actually work? Ever?

Peep must have been reading my mind because he replied with, read as “not going anywhere”

Mo sent middle fingers, and I knew that was the last we’d hear from him until tomorrow. I needed to head back too. I texted Peep goodbye, grabbed the trash, dumped it, and made my way through the hallways to Granma’s room.

*

Natalie Herman was there when I got back, seated on what I now referred to as “my chair”—wow, I had claim to a hospital chair. She was an average-sized woman with almond-shaped eyes, deep brown skin, and dimples that could hold water. She wore a white skirt with a cream-colored silk blouse, looking like she’d stepped off a runway.

Natalie pulled me into a hug the moment she saw me. She was a hugger, always had been, and it was unfortunate she’d passed her tendency for physical affection on to Adam who’d let his hand rest on my thigh on numerous occasions, always had an arm swung around my shoulders, and smiled too damned much. How was I to know he didn’t mean it like that when I hadn’t been used to such physical intimacy before? Thinking back on those memories always caused ripe embarrassment.

She pulled back and patted my shoulder. Her tone was soft and kind; it made me want to burst into tears and cling to her for comfort.
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