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    For the Lovelies, Jeanie, Nora, and Sam. This wouldn't have been possible without you.

 

For Boo and Tumnus, who chased the nightmares away.
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This collection of short stories contains dark, heavy themes, including but not limited to:

Suicide/self-harm, sexual assault (mentioned but not depicted), violence against children (mentioned but not depicted), stalking, murder, and lots of blood.

If you would like more detailed information, there is a breakdown at the back of the book of which stories contain which potential triggers (with some light spoilers).

If you are struggling with thoughts of suicide or self-harm, remember that there is help. The Suicide & Crisis Lifeline in the US is 988. You can call or text, or visit their website https://988lifeline.org/

Please read this book carefully and seek support if you need it. You are worth it.
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The Doll Wife
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On Monday, she does the dusting and cleans the floors. On Tuesday, she changes the sheets and picks up her husband’s dry cleaning. On Wednesday, she does the laundry. On Thursday, she scrubs the bathrooms. On Friday, she does the grocery shopping. On Saturday, she kills herself.

Or is that Friday? No, it must be Friday, because the Schillingers are coming over for a barbecue on Saturday, and she doesn’t think she can face another community gathering. She’ll do the grocery shopping on Friday and make sure all the food is ready in the fridge so that all her husband needs to do on Saturday is grill the burgers.

Stanley likes it when things are kept simple and orderly for him. He works hard all week at his job in the city so that she can have a comfortable life in the suburbs. The least she can do is leave him a tidy house when she goes.

She has always kept a tidy house. So tidy it almost doesn’t look real—like a doll’s house. And she, his little doll wife, doing her little doll chores. No doll children, though. Thank God for small mercies. If they had children, she might not be able to carry out her plan.

The week passes quickly, and Friday arrives. The grocery shopping has never gone so smoothly. She likes to do it on Friday so that the food is freshest for the weekend barbecues that seem to happen every Saturday. She has never seen so many barbecues until moving to this neighborhood.

“Yoo-hoo, Wendy, is that you?” She hears a voice behind her.

She turns to find Marjorie Schillinger waving at her from in front of the meat counter, her neck swaddled in one of the scarves that she always wears, even in summer. Her eyes have that lean, hungry look that always disturbs Wendy. Still, she pastes on a fake smile and approaches the other woman. They face off across the glass counter displaying the red, juicy flesh.

“I just can’t wait for tomorrow,” Marjorie beams. Her jutting cheekbones frame her dark, sunken eyes. Is this what Wendy is destined to become?

“It should be fun,” Wendy says quietly. “I just got the burgers.”

“I hope you got extra for David and Charlie. Those boys are growing like weeds! I, of course, never touch the stuff.”

Wendy wishes Marjorie would, though. It’s painful to watch the wives at the barbecues, looking so thin and wasted, while their brawny children devour burger after burger.

“Of course,” Wendy echoes. “Well, I should get home and start preparing the potato salad.”

“Good girl,” Marjorie coos, her sharp teeth glinting in the fluorescent light. “Don’t forget to add a little paprika!”

“I will,” Wendy promises, navigating her cart away.

She has such a hard time engaging in conversation with the other wives of Georgeville. It’s a nice enough town, but the housewives are so...empty-looking. Like some fundamental part of their being is just missing. It disturbs Wendy, and she’s afraid she’ll turn into one of them if she continues this life any longer.

She returns home and unpacks the groceries, putting everything in its perfect place. It’s habit at this point, and besides, Stanley won’t be able to find anything if she puts it somewhere different. She may be planning to kill herself, but there’s no reason to be inconsiderate.

She begins preparing the food for the barbecue. Coleslaw and potato salad, because one of Marjorie’s boys likes coleslaw and the other one can’t stand it – though, for the life of her, she can’t remember which is which. But she must be the accommodating hostess and prepare both options. She is such the adept housewife that the dishes practically prepare themselves. Now, onto burger toppings.

As she slices tomatoes, she wonders what Stanley will say when she doesn’t appear at the barbecue tomorrow. Will he tell the Schillingers that she’s sick – pretend she has a terrible flu bug? Will he even try to come up with an excuse, or will he just mumble something about how Wendy couldn’t make it and leave it at that? Will Marjorie press for details?

In her musings, Wendy loses focus on the tomatoes and accidentally slices her finger with the serrated knife. She hisses as the sharp tang of tomato juice works its way into her cut. She is about to bring the cut finger to her mouth to suck at it, but something stops her. Instead, she watches the blood mingle with the tomato innards, the dark red staining the brighter red. It’s beautiful, in a way. She wonders what the red from her slit veins will do to the water in the bathtub later when she cuts her wrists.

She snaps out of her reverie at last, finally bringing the injured finger to her mouth and removing the bloodied tomato slices from the cutting board to throw in the trash. No one wants to eat her contaminated food.

After she bandages her finger, she tears the iceberg lettuce into individual pieces, then arranges the lettuce, tomato slices, and individual packages of cheese on a nice platter so that people can grab them for their burgers. There. That should be everything needed for the barbecue. Stanley will simply have to figure out the bowls for the chips himself. He’ll probably just put out the bags as is, but Wendy can’t muster the energy to care. It’s time for her bath.

She fills up the tub mechanically, as though she were watching someone else do it. She wishes she could savor the moment, getting the temperature just right, but she feels disconnected from her body. She slips out of her clothes and slides into the warm water, being careful to keep the splash to a minimum. She looks down at her body and thinks, “These aren’t my legs. This isn’t my body—this is happening to someone else.”

That same someone else’s hand lifts the bare blade, which she wrestled from Stanley’s safety razor earlier, and places it against her naked wrist. Those veins look so fragile and unprotected as she watches them pulse away beneath the skin. The hand that is both hers and not hers hesitates for the briefest moment before it slices through the thin flesh and lets the blood out. The razor blade switches hands and clumsily repeats the process on the other side, the hands now slick with blood.

She keeps waiting for the pain to bring her back into her body—for the dissociation to stop and the full impact of what she’s done to reach her—but it never does. She just watches the self that is and is not her lie back in the tub and wait for the end to come.

In the movies, people who do this always put their arm on the side of the tub and let the blood drip dramatically on the floor, but she doesn’t want to stain Stanley’s precious new tile. She lets her arms sink to the bottom of the tub, hoping he’ll at least be able to bleach the stains out of the fiberglass. Maybe he’ll decide to remodel the whole bathroom.

She wonders if he’ll remarry. She tries to imagine who he might choose, then realizes that there are no single women in their age group in Georgeville. No widows, no divorcées. How had she never realized this before? How strange. She guesses he’ll have to find someone from the city and move her out here, like he did with Wendy.

Wendy feels her last moments slipping away, her eyelids closing heavily. Soon, she will be at peace. No more worries, no more life she cannot tolerate or escape. Just...an ending.

*
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WENDY’S EYES OPEN. This in and of itself shocks her. She is still in the bathtub. The water is cold and a vivid shade of red. Her body is cold. She tries to sit up and finds it extremely difficult. Her muscles don’t want to move, her joints scream in protest. Still, she can move, and that is not something she expected to be able to do after killing herself.

Slowly, with difficulty, she stands, the cold water dripping off her naked body. Her skin is all prune-y from too much time in the bath, but otherwise intact. She lifts a stiff leg and steps out of the tub, staining the bathmat with the bloodied water. She’ll have to wash that as soon as possible to make sure the stain doesn’t set. She lifts the drain plug and grabs a towel, making a mental note to bleach the tub, too. Can she do all of that before Stanley gets home? How long was she in the bath, anyway?

She looks down at her wrists. Need to dress those, too. Frantically, she grabs bandages from the medicine cabinet and starts wrapping her wrists. They don’t hurt. In fact, she can’t feel much of anything at all.

As she gets dressed, she hears Stanley in the living room, settling down in front of the TV. Fiddlesticks. Home already. She grabs the bathmat and the towel she used and takes them with her as she emerges from the bedroom, trying to make it to the laundry room without Stanley noticing her.

“Wendy?” he calls as she passes behind the entrance to the living room. Fudgesicles. Stanley might be absent-minded, but he has sharp ears. She knew he would hear her.

“Why isn’t dinner ready?” he asks, not taking his eyes off the TV. He’s watching some sports game; Wendy’s not sure what. She doesn’t care much.

“Got a little behind on the cleaning, sorry. I’ll start it in just a minute. It won’t take long. I thought we could keep it simple tonight,” she says, scraping her brain to think of what to cook. She wasn’t prepared to come up with a meal for tonight. “Since we’re having the barbecue tomorrow and all. Maybe just some...pasta?”

Stanley grunts. Wendy takes that as a dismissal and hurries off to the laundry room, dumping the bathmat and towel in with some rags and starting the washing machine. Then, she grabs the bleach, gloves, and a scrub brush from a shelf and rushes back to the bathroom, not pausing long enough to let Stanley begin a conversation. She splashes the bleach around the tub, scrubbing it in where the stains are the worst. She doesn’t even bother putting the tools back where they belong, just drops them all in the tub and pulls the shower curtain closed. She’ll deal with this later.

She turns to go back to the kitchen, but then catches a glimpse of herself in the mirror and pauses. She looks...terrible. Her eyes are sunken and hollow, her cheekbones too lean and hungry. Something familiar ticks in her mind and she pulls back her lips to see that her teeth look sharper, too. She looks like Marjorie Schillinger. She looks like all the other wives of Georgeville.

She heads to the kitchen to call Marjorie. She’s not sure what she expects her to say, but she wants to hear something. Anything.

“When will dinner be ready?” Stanley asks as she passes by the living room again.

“Soon,” she answers, just now forcibly reminded of the fact that she has a husband to feed.

She preheats the oven for the garlic bread, sets the water on to boil, then picks up the kitchen phone and dials Marjorie’s number.

“Schillinger residence, this is Marjorie speaking!” Marjorie’s cheerful voice bounces out of the other end of the phone. It sets Wendy’s teeth on edge.

“Marjorie, it’s Wendy,” she begins, but then her voice dries up in her throat. She can hear cookware clanging in the background. Marjorie’s family must have finished eating already and now she is doing the dishes. Wendy feels a slight pang of inadequacy.

“Wendy!” The voice is shining now, radiating goodwill through the wires of the telephone. “What can I do for you? My Jell-o dish is already setting in the fridge; do you need me to bring anything else to the barbecue tomorrow?”

“No, I—it’s...listen Marjorie, I think there’s something wrong with me.”

“Like what, dear?”

“I don’t know, I—”

But the water is boiling over. Wendy drops the phone and dashes over, lowering the temperature and putting the oil and pasta in. She doesn’t notice until after she sets the timer that a few drops of boiling water landed on her hand, burning it badly. She doesn’t feel it at all.

She returns to the sink, running her burned hand under the cold water. Her other hand reaches out with mechanical stiffness and grabs the phone.

“Are you still there, Marjorie?” she asks.

“Of course! I’ve only been calling your name for the last five minutes! What happened?”

“Little...kitchen accident.”

“Listen, Wendy, whatever’s going on, I’m sure it’s fine. You’re fine! Maybe it’s just something to do with your cycle, if you know what I mean.” Her voice drops into an exaggerated whisper for the last sentence, then suddenly jumps back up into something insanely bright and cheery. “Maybe you’re even pregnant! Who knows?”

Wendy examines her burned hand, still waiting for the pain to hit.

“Right. Who knows. Thanks, Marjorie.”

“You’re welcome, sweetie. Anytime.”

Wendy hangs up the phone absentmindedly, not noticing that she misaligns the receiver on the cradle, leaving the phone off the hook for the rest of the evening.

She finishes cooking with that same detached sensation, then calls her husband to dinner. He grumbles a bit, then sets to eating with gusto. She wonders if he even tastes the food as he shovels it into his mouth. She notices a spot of red sauce at the corner of his mouth. It’s redder than her fresh blood but not as red as the tomatoes she sliced earlier. She thinks to mention it, so that he can wipe it off, then decides to wait and see how long it’ll stay there. The end of the meal comes, and the sauce is still there.

It’s not until she’s doing the dishes that Wendy realizes she didn’t eat anything herself. She just wasn’t hungry. She wonders if she should fix herself a plate now, but at the thought of food, her stomach roils in protest. Is she becoming like all the neighborhood wives who watch the family eat but consume nothing themselves? She pictures herself, sans food, passively watching Marjorie’s sons devour burgers. The thought disturbs her.

She finishes the dishes and then stops to check on Stanley. Passed out in front of the television, a beer in his hand. She takes the empty beer bottle and wipes at the red stain at the corner of his mouth. He stirs but does not wake.

Unable to think of anything else to do, she decides to get ready for bed. She takes off her makeup and brushes her teeth and changes into her pajamas, then curls up in the bed she shares with Stanley. Then she stretches out. Stanley is still in the living room, so there’s plenty of room. She rolls around luxuriously, enjoying the space. She resumes her normal sleeping posture, waiting for Stanley to come to bed. Nothing happens. She doesn’t feel the slightest bit tired.

Eventually she hears the TV turn off and Stanley’s footsteps as he comes into the bedroom. She feels the shift on the mattress as his weight settles down next to her. Still nothing. She’s as wide awake as she’s ever been.

She waits until she hears the change in Stanley’s breathing patterns that signifies he’s fallen asleep, then she sits up, slides out from under the covers, and steals out of the bedroom. She doesn’t know quite what she’s doing, but she knows she can’t wait around in that bed all night.

She grabs a pair of shoes, slips out of the house and wanders down the darkened street.

The first thing she notices is the light on in the Millers’ house across the street. It’s the living room light—not a room that anyone should be in. She takes a step closer and sees Mrs. Miller sitting in an armchair, reading, her hair hanging down over her face. Mrs. Miller looks up and sees her. Wendy backs away, unsure of what to do, but Mrs. Miller only smiles, closes the book, and stands. She puts the book down and walks towards her front door, still smiling.

Wendy turns around, thinking of heading back into her own house. As she moves, she sees doors opening around the neighborhood, wives emerging from their houses to greet her. She feels a hand wrap around her wrist and jumps in surprise. It’s Mrs. Miller. Her grip is iron, and Wendy’s loosened skin slides painlessly against the firmness of her hand.

“So good to see you’ve finally joined us,” she says.

“What...what do you mean?” Wendy asks.

“Don’t be alarmed!” Marjorie Schillinger’s drivingly cheerful voice comes from behind them. “Everything’s fine.”

Wendy pivots as much as she can in Mrs. Miller’s grip and sees Marjorie approaching her from down the street, one arm extended as though she were hailing a cab.

“You’ve just joined the ranks of the Georgeville wives.”

“What does that mean?” Wendy asks again.

“Oh, sweetie,” Marjorie’s voice takes on that baked-honey tone. “You didn’t think you were the only one to commit suicide, did you? We’ve all done it. But this town won’t let us go that easily. Oh, no. This town makes us. We die, we just become part of the neighborhood. We keep on going: the perfect wives, perfect mothers, perfect fixtures of the scenery. Never needing to eat, to sleep, to rest—hell, we never even need to piss or shit. We get no thoughts of our own, no time of our own. Except now. Nighttime. When everyone else is asleep. That’s when we get to be ourselves.”

Marjorie pulls down the scarf that she always wears to reveal the rope burn around her neck. Mrs. Miller draws the hair away from her face to reveal a bullet wound in her temple. Other wives begin moving aside sleeves and collars and bracelets to reveal wounds of their own.

Wendy is horrified and speechless. This is exactly what she was trying to escape.

“Too bad you offed yourself before you had kids. Dead-ies can’t procreate, you know. Can’t orgasm, either—not that your husband will notice. I’m sorry about that.”

“So...what do I do now?”

“Go home. Get ready for the barbecue tomorrow.”

“You mean I just keep going like nothing happened?”

“Exactly!” Marjorie’s smile is radiance itself, but there’s something wolfish behind it. Wendy gets the feeling Marjorie would devour her whole if given half a chance.

“But I’m dead! Surely Stanley will notice that!”

There’s a long pause. All the women’s faces drop to some degree.

“We all thought our husbands would notice,” says Marjorie at last. “None of them did. Go home to your Stanley. If he doesn’t figure out that something’s wrong by tomorrow morning, I’ll see you at the barbecue.”

“No, this is...this is insane! I don’t believe you!”

But the women are all turning, covering up their scars and filing back into their houses. Is it Wendy’s imagination, or is there a touch of sadness in the curve of their shoulders? Has she brought bad memories into their minds?

She looks down at the bandages around her own wrists. She did kill herself. She bled out in that tub. And yet, somehow, she is here. She cannot eat, cannot sleep...What if what they said is true?

She unwraps her wrists and rubs a tentative finger along the cuts separating the flesh of her arms. Then, she marches back into her house, confident that her husband will notice at the breakfast table in the morning.

*

[image: ]


AT THE BARBECUE THE next afternoon, Wendy and Marjorie watch David and Charlie devouring burgers as quickly as Stanley can grill them.

“It’s not such a bad life after death,” Marjorie begins. “You’ll never have to diet again, and we have plenty of time to ourselves when everyone else is sleeping. And what our husbands don’t know...” That awful hungry grin spreads across Marjorie’s face and Wendy begins to feel an echo of it reach her own lips. “Won’t hurt them.”

About this Story

I honestly don’t remember what the original inspiration for this story was. I think I just wanted to write something weird in the vein of The Stepford Wives and Don’t Worry, Darling and my brain spit out these weird undead suburban housewives.
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Foreigners



[image: ]




Twilight. A train platform, surrounded by jungle overgrowth, somewhere in the vast rural space between two large cities. Just a blip of a station, an interruption in the empty space of the map. It only becomes important as a connection point when trains are rerouted due to construction or delays. Times like now.

Plenty of passengers line the platform, crowded into the space of a station that is too small for them, not designed to accommodate them all. Mostly weary businessmen and women forced out of their normal path. Several locals tracing their normal routes, chickens or produce or gifts for family members tucked under their arms, irritated at the invasion of their habitual route. There is tension, but this is a polite culture, and no one will speak up.

Near the depot, a woman standing off by herself. Her fair skin and significant height easily mark her as a foreigner. Her strawberry-colored hair has turned to a halo of frizz in the oppressive humidity. She gave up trying to tame it long ago and settled for pulling it into a messy ponytail high on her head, from which tufts and strands are constantly escaping.

She does not realize that she is standing almost directly under one of the sodium lights of the station. It makes her hair and skin glow like a beacon. She is clearly confused, the series of detours rendering her hopelessly lost. She stares at a map, but the willowy characters labeling the places are too advanced for her elementary grasp of the language. She is unwilling to consult her phone yet – she hardly has any data left on her plan and the overage charges are astronomical.

She doesn’t speak the language well – she knows this – but she does speak a little. Yet no one she approached even acknowledged her questions – possibly too offended by her poor grammar and pronunciation. She has lost track of the number of people she has tried to talk to, to ask for help, for directions. She even tried speaking in English, thinking that maybe some of the well-dressed professionals might understand her. They just ignored her, this sweaty, deranged-looking foreigner. She feels so alone.

Another train arrives. Is it the one she wants? She squints at the sign, trying to decipher its destination. The characters seem to swim before her eyes, defying her search for their meaning. A moment later, she realizes it is because her eyes are welling with tears.

She is so frustrated, her chest boiling with anxiety as darkness descends, that she almost doesn’t notice the man disembarking from the train. He notices her right away. Another foreigner, like himself, that much is obvious. How long has it been since he’s seen one of those? Her skin is even lighter than his, her frizzy red mane and his wavy blond hair towering over the sea of jet-black heads surrounding them.

She’s pretty, too. In a frazzled, filthy sort of way. Of course, her shorts and tank top are much more practical in this heat than his tailored suit – he can feel the sweat soaking his shirt, thinks it might seep through his jacket at any moment. He’ll take it to the dry cleaners as soon as he makes it to the city, but it’s obvious that the girl’s clothes haven’t been washed recently. She probably smells horrible. Still, he’s willing to get close enough to find out. There’s just something so comforting about running into a fellow foreigner when you’re a foreigner yourself.

As he approaches her, he realizes what an incredible assumption he’s making. Just because she’s white doesn’t mean they come from the same country. They might not speak the same language. Lots of places in the world churn out folks with white skin and not all of them like the country he’s from. Oh, well. Too late. She’s spotted him, and her face has broken out into a smile. That “it’s so nice to see you” smile of recognition, even though they’ve never met before. If they’d run into each other back home, they wouldn’t have looked twice. Here, they cling to one another with the desperation of the drowning.

“Hello,” says the man, unable to think of anything more clever. He sees the understanding in her eyes, though, and feels a jolt of relief when she replies in the same language.

“Hello yourself. Where ye coming from?”

Irish. He might’ve known. The red hair should’ve been a dead giveaway. North or south, he wonders. Doesn’t matter much; they’re not there now. He just hopes she doesn’t carry the intense disdain most Europeans seem to have for Americans these days.

“The city,” he says, pointing in the direction he came from. Not that that wasn’t obvious. But it’s nice to hear another voice speaking English. “Where are you headed?”

“The city,” she responds, gesturing in the direction where he was heading. A frown creases her face. “Or, maybe the city.” She gestures in the opposite direction. The direction he came from.

“You don’t know?” he smirks, then stops as he realizes he doesn’t know where he came from or where he’s going. The masses of greenery surrounding the station are confusing enough, but the deepening darkness is making it impossible to tell directions. And suddenly he realizes he can’t even remember the names of the cities at either end of this trip. It’s like they’ve just fallen out of his head.

He has a vague memory of a wild, cocaine-fueled party the night before. Celebrating a big business deal with his new clients – that must be what’s sapped the memories from his head and made him feel so hazy and confused. He looks around the station and suddenly realizes he and the girl are alone. He doesn’t remember another train having arrived or departed, yet all the other passengers are gone.

“Where did everyone go?” she says, obviously having noticed the same thing at the same time.

“I don’t know,” is his slightly irritated response. How does she expect him to know? He’s in the exact same situation she is. It’s ridiculous, but there they are, on an empty platform in the middle of nowhere, unsure of how they got there or where they’re going.

They look at each other again and the woman’s face breaks into a smile, and the man realizes that she is a woman, not a girl. And she is beautiful, not just pretty, and maybe this situation isn’t so bad after all. The deepening dark could be just the thing; maybe the two of them can find a secluded corner and...

But suddenly the platform is full of passengers again and the woman’s eyes widen.

“That’s it!” she shouts, and suddenly she is running, her lanky arms elbowing dark-haired people aside, the ragged map streaming behind her like a flag. The man tries to follow her, but there is an old lady with a chicken, and a gaggle of schoolgirls, and a harried looking businessman who is sweating almost as much as he is, and they get separated.

How did this many people suddenly get here without either of the two foreigners noticing? There was no announcement, no sound of a train arriving, no hubbub of disembarking commuters. It just doesn’t seem possible.

There is a flash of lights, and the doors close, and suddenly the train is gone. The platform is empty, aside from the two light-skinned foreigners. They are both frozen in place.

The woman still clutches the dirty map, but it is torn now, useless. Only a small piece of it remains in her hand, the bulk of it is on the platform. A breeze catches it, and it blows away from her. The woman slowly starts to turn back towards the man, the words, “What the hell is happening?” forming on her lips, but another train passes by, catching the map as it floats towards the tracks and stealing the woman’s words right out of the air.

The two stare at each other across the empty space, afraid to move, afraid to breathe. They wait for the platform to be flooded again, but it is not. The train does not stop; it vanishes as quickly as it appeared, like it never existed. Or perhaps they are the ones who do not exist.

At last, the woman’s lungs can wait no longer and she gulps in a breath of air. The man did not hold out as long; he has been breathing ragged, panicked gasps, his eyes darting around the dark like a frightened rabbit’s. It’s almost funny how rapidly his veneer of control vanished. The woman is used to being out of control. He is not.

“Where the hell are we?” he says. “What the hell is going on?”

She plants her feet and speaks in a deep, commanding voice. “Look at me. It’s going to be alright. We’ll figure this out together. Just take a deep breath.”

His eyes find hers and his breaths slow down – not much, but enough. They start towards each other, moving by mutual silent agreement, but the platform is suddenly full again, the two foreigners adrift in a sea of dark hair.

They have too much momentum to stop now. Not momentum, precisely, but inertia. Magnetism. They are not moving quickly, but they are in each other’s orbit, drawn together, and the crowd cannot separate them no matter how hard it might try. It barely even jostles them.
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