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“Mom,” I said as the woman whom I both loved and hated shoved her way into my home. “What are you doing here?”

“Hi, Betsy,” my mother said, dragging a huge red suitcase behind her. “Your father finally left me so I’m moving in.”

“Left you?” I repeated. “Dad died three years ago.”

“I’m talking about his spirit, sweetheart. You know he’s been haunting me ever since he ran my Buick into that tree and forced me into driving that”—she gestured with disgust toward the driveway—“pre-owned Kia.”

Of course I’d heard about my father hanging around since his car accident, his death apparently not releasing him from the duty of being married to my mother. According to her, my father’s guilt over destroying her most treasured possession, a three-month-old Buick, prevented his spirit from transitioning to life in the afterworld.

But until today, I’d always thought my mother had accepted that my father was, for all matters of consequence, gone, even if he had felt the only way to repent was to subject himself to a few more years of my mother’s company rather than resting in peace.

And I’d certainly never thought my dead father’s spirit was the only thing keeping my mother from moving into my home.

I eyed the suitcase as I closed the front door. It looked large enough to contain the inventory of a small department store. “Mom, don’t you think you’re being rather hasty? We’ve never talked about you moving in. I don’t even have a spare bedroom.”

She waved one hand. “There’s no need to go to any trouble for me. After all, I’m just the woman who gave birth to you and sacrificed for eighteen years so you could have advantages I never had. I’ll simply sleep on the couch.”

My gaze roamed toward the sofa. Thank God I’d talked my ex-husband out of purchasing one with a fold-out bed. “Surely you’d be more comfortable in your own bed.”

She let go of her suitcase handle and flopped onto the couch, bouncing experimentally on the cushions. “You’re right about that. Why, this sofa is upholstered with the most inferior fabric. I’ll likely develop a skin rash out here. Why you chose such unwelcoming furniture eludes me, dear, really.”

My fingernails curled into my palms as heat rose in my cheeks. “Derek and I wanted to discourage overnight guests.”

Chip, the mutt I’d inherited after my father died, ran into the room and planted his front paws on my mother’s pants. Although my mother couldn’t stand the dog, she was his favorite person. I didn’t know if his fondness of her was due to an inability to sense evil, or because my mother reminded him of a female version of his species.

I sat on the loveseat to watch as Chip slapped his tail against my mother’s calves and tried to lick her face. The dog’s chances of getting her to return home far exceeded mine. And if he succeeded, steak would be replacing Chip’s dry kibble tonight.

My mother straightened and pushed the dog away, but not before he deposited a trail of saliva down her cheek. “Can’t you get him to stop?”

“Chip, sit,” I said without conviction.

Chip paused to look at me. Then he catapulted himself onto my mother’s lap, obediently planting his rear end on her slacks as he tried to scrunch himself into a tinier ball than his sixty pounds allowed.

“Good heavens!” My mother futilely attempted to shove the dog away from her.

“He thinks he’s a lap dog.” I briefly wondered whether he was under this same misconception when he still lived at her house or if he’d only adopted the notion since my youngest daughter had started encouraging his antics. With more enthusiasm, I added, “If you plan on sleeping here, you might as well get used to him now.”

She prodded the dog with the tips of her fingers. “I obviously won’t get any sleep on this couch.”

Her observation boosted my spirits. I checked the clock. With one hour to spare, she might even leave before dinner.

She peered at me from around Chip’s bulky body. “I’ll have to sleep in your bedroom.”

My heart stopped beating as a new horror seized me. “My bedroom?”

“You still have that queen-size bed, correct?” she asked. “You didn’t downsize after the divorce?”

“I still use the same bed,” I admitted, uncomfortable with where this conversation was headed.

She flashed me a brilliant smile. “Well, with Derek gone it’s not as if you need all that space to yourself. Both of us could easily fit on a bed that size.”

I stiffened. “I’m not sure I would feel comfortable sharing a bed with my mother.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “You used to climb into my bed all the time.”

“Yes, when I was five.” Surely a statute of limitations existed on how long she could hold my childhood behavior against me. “Given that I’m forty-two now, most of those urges have gone away.”

“Nonsense. You’re never too old to need your mother.”

I bit back a response, torn between pointing out how I most certainly did not need her and maintaining my own maternal delusions that my teenage daughters would always need me.

My mother cringed as Chip licked her cheek. “I should have taken this creature back to the Seattle Animal Shelter after Rick died.”

“Katherine would have had a fit,” I told her, thinking of my thirteen-year-old daughter’s attachment to her “uncle.”

“You always did have trouble controlling your daughters,” my mother said. “Temper tantrums are the end result of a childhood without discipline.”

I gritted my teeth at this all-too-familiar dig about my lackluster efforts at parenting.

My mother looked at her watch. “Where are my grandchildren anyway? Isn’t school over by now, or have they dropped out?”

I gripped the edge of the loveseat. “School ended a couple hours ago, but they had things to do afterward.”

“Things?” Emerging from her mouth, the word sounded like a euphemism for unpalatable activities. “Don’t tell me those young girls are out running amok without any supervision.” She regarded me through narrowed eyes, apparently evaluating whether I might have armed my children with cigarettes, porn magazines, and pipe bombs before sending them off to school this morning.

“They’ll be home in about an hour. Katherine’s practicing with her track team, and Meredith is at the mall.” I didn’t tell her my oldest daughter, sixteen-year-old Meredith, was in the company of friends her own age, not a parent in sight.

“The mall,” my mother said, obviously appalled. “That’s a stalking ground for child predators.”

“I’ll tell you what.” I let go of the loveseat and leaned back. “If someone abducts Meredith then you can have her room.”

My mother’s eyes widened. “That’s no way to talk about your child. Imagine how terrible you would feel if some hooligan really did snatch her off the streets.”

Discomfited, I stood up and headed into the open kitchen located catty-corner to the living room. Chip launched himself off my mother’s lap to follow, determined to be present in case something new materialized in his food dish.

“Are you staying for dinner, Mom?” I mentally telegraphed the proper response as I pulled various items out of the refrigerator. 

“Of course,” she said. “Where else would I eat?”

“Your house.” I banged a gallon of milk on the counter.

“This is my house,” she said with infuriating calm. “Don’t you remember, darling? I live here now.”

I plucked a cutting knife out of the utensil drawer, stared longingly at the blade for a moment, then reluctantly returned the implement before turning around to face my mother over the kitchen counter. “Mom, the issue is hardly resolved. Except for you barging over with the announcement, we haven’t discussed you moving in. We don’t even know where you would sleep!”

“We already decided your bed is spacious enough for two.” Her tone suggested she was the embodiment of logic. When Chip barked—likely to voice his displeasure over his empty food dish and my lack of interest in rectifying the situation—she added, “And, of course, I wouldn’t get any sleep out here with that animal jumping around.”

I glanced at Chip, who eyed me expectantly. “He’s excited. He hardly ever gets to see you nowadays.”

“Well, that will all change now that I live here.” As if the matter were settled, my mother stood up and grabbed hold of her suitcase, lugging it toward the stairway.

I backed away from the kitchen counter, anxious to block any further infiltration of my house. “Where are you going?”

“Your bedroom,” she said. “Our bedroom,” she corrected quickly.

She didn’t break stride, hauling her suitcase up the steps as I raced after her. Chip chased us, yapping with excitement.

My mother pushed her way into the master bedroom seconds before I did. As she released her hold on the suitcase, I considered grabbing it and hurling it back down the stairs, but didn’t want to disgrace myself with an undignified crawl across the mattress in order to reach it.

My mother gasped as Chip leapt onto the comforter. “You let dogs on your bed?”

I opened my mouth to defend myself, then thought better of it. “Chip always sleeps in here.” Usually the dog curled up next to Katherine, but I hoped he’d stick with my mother for as long as it took to drive her back to her house. “He still misses Dad terribly, and he can’t bear to sleep alone.”

“Rick died three years ago.” She gave Chip a level look, as if he should clearly be over the loss.

I didn’t bother pointing out her own insistence on keeping my father’s spirit around for the past few years. “Dogs bond for life. It’s like his alpha male left him without a leader.”

I watched the dog, praying he didn’t abandon us despite how he must have figured out we didn’t hurry upstairs to play tag. I needed his continued presence to pressure my mother into scurrying back to her house before dusk. 

Fortunately, Chip wasn’t in any rush to leave. He rolled onto his back, peering at me upside down with hopeful eyes.

I turned away from him, wishing he would tuck his tongue back into his mouth and wipe the cute, innocent look off his face. “If I don’t let Chip sleep in here, there’s trouble to pay.”

Fear clouded my mother’s eyes. “Trouble?”

I nodded vigorously, trying to jar my brain into coming up with an affliction befitting of a grieving dog. “He has nightmares. And he tears things up.” I looked desperately around the room before pointing to my mother’s suitcase. “He especially likes to scratch at red fabrics. Something about the color reminds him of Dad, I guess.”

I realized I might have embellished too much when my mother aimed quirked lips in my direction. “Your father didn’t have anything red,” she said.

“Sure he did,” I countered automatically.

She set her hands on her hips. “Name one red article owned by Rick.”

My mind seized on an old memory. “What about that red duffel bag you gave him when I was a teenager?”

My mother pressed her lips together. “I suppose that’s true, although I haven’t seen that bag in years.”

“Neither has Chip,” I supplied. “That must be why the color drives him so wild. The only way to keep him from scratching is to let him sleep here.”

“Well, I’m not sharing my bed with a dog,” my mother declared. “You two will have to sleep on the sofa.”

“Me sleep on the sofa?” I sputtered.

“You’ll be much more comfortable sleeping alone, anyway,” she said. “Otherwise, I’d just be in your hair.”

“If you really want to stay out of my hair, you could go back to your house,” I proposed.

She sat herself in my favorite chair, looking like the Queen of England perched on her throne. “I don’t know why you’re protesting so much.” Her eyes flitted across my belongings. “You clearly could use the housekeeping help. Why, I bet you haven’t dusted since Derek left.”

I surveyed my bedroom furniture, which did sport an unhealthy layer of dust. “Had I known earlier that my mother had decided to move into my bedroom without the courtesy of my consult, I would have spruced up the place before Her Majesty’s arrival.”

My mother’s lips puckered. “You certainly know how to make a woman feel unwelcome.”

“You weren’t invited,” I reminded her.

“Even so,” she said, capitalizing on one of her favorite expressions. She seemed to think these two little words gave her license to dismiss all common sense and believe instead whatever she wanted.

I had to unclench my jaw to respond. “Can’t you go home and pretend Dad’s spirit is still around? I don’t imagine he did much for you anyway.”

She watched as Chip inched his nose toward her suitcase. “No,” she said, her gaze never leaving the dog, “you’re probably right.”

Hope flickered. “So you’re not moving in?”

She twisted her mouth, darting disappointed eyes in my direction before resuming watch over Chip. “I’m staying. I simply meant you’re correct about your father not doing much for me.”

The conviction in her voice took me aback. “I meant after his death. Dad did a lot for you when he was alive.”

“Like what?” she spat. “Sullying my Buick?”

“Sullying the Buick?” I echoed. “Are you referring to when Dad totaled the car? He hardly did that on purpose.”

“I’m talking about when he escorted that . . . that person around town.” Her face turned a disturbing shade of maroon. “That car was my pride and joy, even though I understood the motive behind its purchase was hardly noble. That Rick would ruin not only my dignity but that one, small consolation prize just gets my goat.”

“I don’t understand,” I said, feeling as though I’d missed a key element of this conversation. “What are you saying?”

“Don’t you see, sweetheart?” my mother said with a shake of her head. “Your father was not alone when the car crashed.”
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“Not alone?” I said, staring at my mother. Her claim that a passenger had been present when my father crashed three years ago sent a chill through my body. “How is that possible? The emergency responders only found Dad in the car.”

“His companion snuck off after the accident.” My mother gripped the chair armrests, visibly steeling herself as she bent closer to me. “Darling, I must break something else to you. Your father’s mistress was the person in the car with him. He was having an affair.”

I reached behind me for the wall as the blood drained from my head. I wasn’t sure which declaration shocked me more: a second person’s presence at the accident, or that someone other than my mother would want to sleep with the man. As much as I loved my father, he’d never struck me as a Lothario.

“I know it’s difficult to believe somebody would be that inconsiderate,” my mother said, shaking her head as she resettled in the chair. “To think somebody would use a gift bestowed out of guilt to promote the very thing it had been given to remedy.”

“Wait a minute.” I clutched my skull. “What are you talking about now? What gift?”

She blinked. “The Buick, dear. Haven’t you been paying attention?”

My hands fell to my stomach. I felt as though I were being sucked into a vortex of insanity, the pressure crushing all my vital organs. “You’re saying Dad bought you the Buick because he slept with another woman?”

“Yes.”

“He told you this?”

“Don’t be silly, dear,” my mother said, making a face. “Of course Rick never admitted to purchasing that car out of guilt. He didn’t even know I knew about his affair. But he wanted a Toyota Corolla, remember?”

I didn’t remember, but that hardly seemed relevant. Although technically the Buick was a shared vehicle, everyone knew my mother lay claim to it. My father had bought himself a motorcycle only a year earlier. And why hadn’t her joy been dampened that day if she believed her husband had only agreed to the model she wanted because of his compunction over a secret extramarital affair? 

“So who was this mistress?” I asked. “A friend of yours?” Although I hadn’t met all of my mother’s friends, amid the sea of crotchety old widows and dowdy middle-aged women familiar to me, I couldn’t come up with a single candidate who might tempt a man looking to stray.

“Not a friend.” My mother shuddered.

“Then who?”

“Rick had been sleeping around with one of his business associates.” The way she emphasized business associates made it sound as if he had been running a prostitution ring.

“A coworker?” I asked.

“Perhaps. Or a supplier. Or somebody else he ran into during the course of his working day.” She shrugged, then added, “I don’t know who,” as if she had already run through all the possibilities.

I straightened away from the wall. Now that the initial shock had passed, skepticism was creeping in. “If you don’t know who the mistress was, how do you know Dad cheated on you?”

She dipped her head, peering up at me as she tapped her skull. “Women’s intuition, darling.”

I suppressed a scoff. “Did your women’s intuition also tell you he slept with a business associate rather than a woman he met another way?”

“On the desktop calendar Rick kept in his home office, he’d penciled in ‘business appointment’ for the date of the accident,” she said.

I gaped at her. “So? If Dad was cheating on you—which I’m not convinced he was—he wouldn’t very well have scribbled down ‘sex with mistress,’ would he? Isn’t that the first lesson taught in Extramarital Affairs 101?”

“Don’t be flippant.”

“And Dad’s company went bankrupt a month before the crash,” I went on, undaunted. “What possible business could he have been attending to when Track-It wasn’t even in business anymore?”

“Precisely, dear.” My mother crossed her legs, a smug smile bloating her cheeks. “That’s one reason why I believe he had been with another woman that night. Plus, the crash occurred at six-thirty p.m. on a Thursday night. The late hour hardly suggests that Rick had been attending to legitimate business.”

I folded my arms over my chest. “But then what makes you so sure Dad had been with a business associate? Just because he used the word business in his fake calendar entry?”

“Before it failed, that company required Rick’s full attention,” my mother said. “And he never had a chance to become engaged in any other ventures before he died. Where else would he have met someone?”

I did have to agree that my father had seemed too busy with Track-It to partake in other activities. Also, my parents had shared the same group of friends. If my father had become involved with someone in their social circle, my mother likely would have observed something suspicious about their behavior together.

Still, he might have met someone randomly on the street one day. But could a fleeting encounter have enticed him enough to stray from my mother? Despite how suffocating I found her to be, my father had genuinely enjoyed her company. They had always seemed so happy together, the envy of myself and many others with failed marriages of our own for comparison.

In fact, they had been the most well-matched couple I knew.

I tilted my head, scrutinizing my mother. “Are you sure Dad slept with someone else?”

She bristled. “Of course I’m sure. A woman always knows when her husband is unfaithful.”

“A woman doesn’t always know,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I didn’t know.”

My ex-husband Derek had been cheating for months before I found another woman’s makeup bag under our bed and confronted him. Surprisingly, he’d admitted to the affair right away. More surprisingly, he hadn’t been the least bit apologetic about the whole thing.

It occurred to me now that I had let him off too easily by initiating a divorce without first dragging him down to the nearest auto dealership and demanding a new luxury car.

My mother flapped her hand. “Well, of course you didn’t know. But any woman in an otherwise happy marriage would be clued in from the start.”

The audacity of her accusation ignited a spark of irritation. “Are you saying my marriage to Derek wasn’t happy?”

“Of course you weren’t happy, sweetheart. You were a miserable wreck.”

“A wreck?” I repeated, dumbstruck by her conclusion.

“You were always moping about as though your mother had just died,” she confirmed. “I used to leave your company checking my pulse to make sure I hadn’t already passed on.”

My hands clenched into fists. “Believe me, if my mother had just died I’d be positively celebratory.”

“There’s no need to get defensive, darling. All I did was point out how miserable you were the last couple years of your marriage,” my mother said patiently, as though I should be thanking her for trusting me with this patently untrue judgment. “You used to have this spark. When it went out in your thirties, you looked so limp and lifeless. Like a dreary slug, dear. Really. Even when you wore makeup you couldn’t hide how terrible you looked.”

Despite the source, I couldn’t help but feel stung. Had any other woman in history ever been compared to a dreary slug? 

A belated embarrassment washed over me. Did everyone in my acquaintance share the same unflattering opinion of my married self? 

My mother regarded me. “Surely you knew this already.”

I shook my head, watching my limp, lifeless brown hair fan around me. “But thank you for so graciously pointing it out now.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, clearly missing the sarcasm in my tone. “Sometimes it’s a mother’s duty to help her children face the obvious.” She eyed me as she might a lab specimen. “I must say, Derek’s departure has added some color back to your complexion. You no longer look like one of those pasty, deep-sea fishes who never see sunlight.”

“How flattering.” I refrained from prodding for information on what animal I resembled nowadays, afraid my new companion species might be darker scaled but still fail to appeal.

“Derek certainly did you a great service when he left,” she said.

“Derek didn’t leave me,” I corrected. “I kicked him out. I have a certain intolerance toward husbands who don’t honor their wedding vows.”

My mother’s cheek twitched. “Are you implying you have a strength that I do not?”

“No,” I said, surprised she had picked up on my meaning. How could she read me so easily sometimes yet be blissfully oblivious other times? “I was talking about me, not you. Dad’s affair still hasn’t been verified. All we know is that your women’s intuition conjured up some harebrained idea that he cheated on you.”

She frowned. “Harebrained is hardly appropriate. I would think you’d offer the woman who encouraged your success all these years a little more respect.”

“I’m trying to be respectful,” I said hotly, “by not letting you accuse Dad of adultery without proof.”

My mother drew herself up to her full, seated height. “I most certainly do have proof. I wouldn’t go around making accusations without having evidence to back them up.”

Her outburst drained some of the fight from my body. “You have proof Dad cheated on you?”

“Of course.” She gestured toward the bed, causing Chip to raise his head. “What do you think I brought in this suitcase?”

I glanced at the suitcase, my pulse quickening. What could my mother possibly have inside? Some other woman’s underwear? Used condoms tweezed from the carpet under their marital bed?

“With your father’s spirit no longer around to identify the woman in the Buick that night, I brought the item here in the hopes that you would help an aging woman uncover the truth before she perishes on her deathbed.” My mother sighed, flopping against the chair. “But it’s evident your only interest is in arguing with your mother, the very woman who suffered through eighteen hours of grueling labor in order to bring you into this world without forceps.”

“Well, I’m sorry my big head required that you push a tad more than planned.” I took a deep breath and told myself to exemplify the type of calm and understanding daughter who invited confessions of her parents’ extramarital affairs. “But I really would like to hear more about your evidence.”

“The item in my possession was discovered in the car after the accident,” my mother announced.

I waited for her to elaborate, but after ten seconds of silence I realized she wanted me to act more enthusiastic before the big reveal. I obliged by leaning forward, feeling as if I were auditioning for a movie role and this represented my one chance to please the irrational talent director before she snatched her suitcase of casting contracts away. “What was found?”

My mother held my gaze for a moment before saying, “I’ll fetch it for you.”

She rose from her throne and lifted her suitcase onto the mattress before unzipping it with the deliberate care shown by bomb-defusing experts and flipping the cover open with a flourish.

Watching her, I finally understood where my daughters had inherited their own penchant for theatrics.

“Good heavens!” My mother reeled backward as Chip leapt up and pounced on her open suitcase. His tail swung like a metronome as he braced himself to dig through her clothes.

“Chip, no.” I pulled the dog away. Thirty minutes ago I would have delighted in any behavior that discouraged my mother from moving in, but now I was too anxious to see this evidence firsthand to let Chip destroy it.

My mother watched the dog with hard eyes, seeming a bit deflated as she reached inside the mesh pocket stitched into the suitcase flap. Chip’s display had apparently dampened her enthusiasm for this starring role of Woman Scorned.

I let go of Chip as my mother reached out and dropped something into my hand. I fortified myself with a deep breath before looking at the object, my anticipation transitioning to confusion as I took note of the innocent tube of ChapStick nestled in my palm.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Cherry lip balm,” she said.

I stared at her. “Cherry lip balm? That’s your big proof of Dad’s affair?”

My mother bobbed her head in the affirmative. “It was found right under the passenger seat after the accident. Rick’s mistress must have been applying it during their . . . outing.”

“Mom,” I scolded, “finding lip balm in your car is no indication that Dad was driving around with a mistress. I’m surprised anyone even bothered to return such a useless thing to you!”

She shut the suitcase and pressed her palms against the cover, her eyes flashing. “If it didn’t belong to Rick’s mistress then explain to me how it ended up in my car. It wasn’t mine.”

I threw my hands up, inadvertently sending the ChapStick flying through the air. Chip barked and dashed after it.

“It could have belonged to anyone,” I raved, lunging after Chip and prying the ChapStick out of his mouth. I was more concerned about him swallowing something indigestible than destroying the silly token of non-evidence. “It could have been dropped there before Dad even bought the car. Some other test driver might have left it.”

My mother sniffed. “That’s ridiculous. The dealership scrubbed that car thoroughly before we took it home. And don’t you think I’d done my own share of cleaning?”

I tried and failed to recall when I’d last cleaned out my own car. “You’d only owned it three months.”

“That’s three months of filth you would have me sitting in.” Her face flushed from the indignity of my suggestion. “I vacuumed that car ten days before Rick crashed.”

“That still doesn’t prove the lip balm belonged to Dad’s mistress,” I said.

My mother’s nostrils flared. “He only drove my car once since that last cleaning: the night he crashed. And I hadn’t driven anybody around. So tell me, if the lip balm didn’t belong to Rick’s mistress, whose was it?”

“It could have been anyone’s,” I reiterated. “Lots of people use lip balm, including men.”

“Men using lip balm,” she murmured, shaking her head. She caught my gaze again, her mouth twisted in disappointment. “And you’re ignoring the most important detail.”

“What’s that?”

“This lip balm is cherry.”

I lifted one palm up. “So?”

My mother blinked in that deliberate manner of hers indicating she wasn’t sure where she went wrong during my formative years. “So clearly it belonged to a woman.”

I snorted. “Cherry is not just a female flavor, Mom.”

“Of course it is.” She squinted at me. “You’re starting to sound as contrary as your sister.”

“Brother,” I corrected. “Charlie is living as a man now, remember?”

“Of course I remember,” she said, her ears turning red. “What kind of mother can’t remember such a thing as that?”

“The kind who’s in denial.”

My mother still could not completely accept that my sister Charlotte had opted to live as a man twenty years ago after feeling trapped in the wrong body all of her young life. Admittedly, I had a hard time with the transition myself, the older sister I’d once admired now replaced by a somewhat effeminate gay man. But despite how distant we’d grown since Charlotte had become Charlie, I still loved my sibling and supported his decision.

My mother was a different story. In fact, I suspected her deep-seated belief that Charlie’s gender switch would someday reverse itself was the only thing permitting her to accept the situation at all. Despite Charlie’s constant reminders to the contrary, she insisted that one day he’d get over his identity crisis and return to his former, female self.

“Okay, let’s assume for a moment the ChapStick did belong to some woman,” I conceded for the sake of switching topics. “We’ll even assume she slept with Dad and rode in the car that night. What makes you so sure she was present during Dad’s accident? Dad could have dropped her off somewhere beforehand.”

My mother arched an eyebrow. “At six-thirty? He’d only left our house forty minutes prior. It would have taken him twenty or thirty minutes to reach Shoreline where the crash occurred. That’s enough time for Rick to pick up the woman and head toward their destination, but hardly long enough for them to finish whatever it is they were doing and part ways.”

I considered my mother’s scenario. She was right that the timeline didn’t allow for any shenanigans more time-consuming than a backseat quickie. Still, if my father had picked up a passenger at some point during his drive, wouldn’t the person have shown up at the scene? “If you’re so sure someone else witnessed the crash, why didn’t you ever mention it to the police?” I asked my mother.

Her face crumpled. “I didn’t really put the pieces together until months later, sweetheart. By then, that lip balm was the only evidence left.”

“I would hardly call this”—I pinched the ChapStick tube and held it in front of my nose—“evidence.”

My mother stepped forward and snatched the lip balm from my fingers. “I should have known you would defend your father like this.”

“One of us has to,” I said. “Besides, if you want me to be upset with someone, you were the one who kept the truth about Dad’s so-called affair from me for so long.”

“That wasn’t my choice. Your father asked me not to tell you.”

“He’s been dead for three years,” I argued. “And you claimed Dad didn’t know you knew about his affair.”

“Even so,” she replied. “He was embarrassed.”

“Embarrassed about what?” I asked.

Her eyes darkened. “For sticking his willy where it didn’t belong, of course.”

“So Dad did know you knew about his affair?”

She huffed. “I’m talking about his spirit, sweetheart.”

I dug my fingers into my scalp, a lame attempt to ward off an impending headache. The last thing I needed was to complicate this conversation by adding a dead person’s spirit to this cast of crazy characters.

My mother slipped the lip balm back into her suitcase, causing Chip’s ears to prick up. As she fumbled with the zipper, I spotted her fingers trembling and couldn’t help but feel a smidgen of sympathy. She appeared to be mourning my father all over again now that his spirit had theoretically departed.

The poor woman had endured a lot in her life, I reminded myself, setting my hands on Chip’s back to thwart any ideas he had about wrestling his new fetch toy away. She’d lost a husband to a car crash and, effectively, her oldest daughter to her desire to live as a man. Not to mention the hardships she’d encountered thanks to my oversized head and slug-like body, which she’d had to expunge from her womb without the benefit of forceps. Maybe if I had extended her more compassion over the years she wouldn’t have withheld her wild theories for so long.

I took a deep breath. “You don’t have any proof of Dad’s affair besides the ChapStick?”

My mother’s nose wrinkled. “Naturally I never witnessed anything firsthand.”

“You mean like Dad sticking his willy where it didn’t belong.”

She sucked in a breath, her eyes widening. “Good heavens, Betsy. What a thing to say.”

I spread my hands. “I was just quoting you.”

“Your father deserves some respect,” she chided.

I clamped my hands on my hips. “Well, I’m sorry, but you can’t run around spouting accusations and complaining about me defending him, then act all indignant when I parrot back what you’ve told me.”

“I’m not trying to tarnish your father’s memory.”

“Neither am I,” I assured her. “I’m just having a hard time accepting that he cheated on you.”

My mother sagged onto the mattress as her body wilted. “There were other clues pointing to an affair, of course, but nothing really tangible.”

“Like what?” I asked, sitting a couple feet away from her.

“For instance, Rick became quite distracted the year before his death.”

“He was probably concerned about Track-It,” I said. “Being in charge of the company’s financials, he must have known it would soon go belly-up.”

“His professional responsibilities wouldn’t have consumed his interest to this degree,” my mother countered. “Remember, Rick was no stranger to the perils of new companies, having invested in several himself before trying a hand in his own.”

“But leading the finance department of a startup requires a lot more involvement than investing in one,” I pointed out.

“Even so.”

“Then maybe he was worried about making your car payments. He’d only purchased the Buick two months before Track-It’s failure.”

“Rick never would have bought me that car if he didn’t believe we could afford it, no matter how guilty he felt about his mistress.”

I decided she was right. My father had always managed money well, even if most of his investment ventures didn’t pan out. He wouldn’t have bought something as expensive as a brand-new vehicle if he didn’t think he could make the payments.

“I’m afraid it was another woman on his mind,” my mother said with a sigh. “As I said, a wife knows these things.” I tensed as she surveyed me, but she refrained from adding how I might be the dimwitted exception to this rule. “He became so secretive that last year, holding furtive phone conversations and jumping whenever I popped into his home office. He clearly suffered from a guilty conscience and feared I might catch him conversing with her.”

“Did you ever check Dad’s phone records?” I asked.

She lifted a hand to her heart. “My generation doesn’t do things like that.”

I studied my mother, remembering how my father’s death had plunged her into despair three years ago. Her distress had actually molded her into a surprisingly tolerable individual, the trance she’d operated in either obliterating her ability to disparage or leaving her too weary to bother. I’d only noticed her starting to recover four months after the fact, when I’d confessed to my own disintegrating marriage and she’d responded with some of her characteristic reproof.

That had also been around the time my father’s spirit had decided to make an appearance.

“Well, I’ll do my best to find this woman,” I told my mother now, wondering when I would regret this offer. Reminiscing had made me unusually pliable to her demands. “Although, honestly, a mistress running away from Dad’s accident sounds awfully unlikely. Don’t be surprised if I can’t uncover anything.”

My mother looked satisfied by my promise to help. But in lieu of a thank-you, she reached back into her suitcase and pulled out an address book. “This belonged to your father. His mistress might be noted in there.”

I took the book from her. “Did you review the entries already?”

She shook her head. “I’m not comfortable looking through your father’s private things.”

Fortunately, I’d never had any qualms about poking through my parents’ belongings, recalling the many times Charlie and I had snooped in search of trinkets related to their sex life or proof that we were secretly adopted from two people who no doubt boasted a saner gene pool.

Downstairs, a door banged open, causing my mother and me to jump. Chip scrambled off the bed and raced out of the room, barking his way down the stairs like an unmedicated mental patient.

“Mom?” I heard one of my daughters shout over Chip’s frantic greeting. “Where’s dinner? We’re starving!”

“Well,” my mother said, pushing herself off the mattress and heading toward the bedroom door, “I should go break the good news to my grandchildren. Now that I’ve moved in, they won’t need to worry about coming home to an empty table and an adult role model who’s forgotten to feed them.” She slipped out the door before I could form a retort.

I considered following after her, then decided I needed a break from her company. Instead, I flipped through the address book, trying to note whether any pages were particularly worn or, perchance, certain names sported swirly hearts drawn around them. But, of course, my father had not been a lovestruck twelve-year-old girl doodling about his obsessions. I couldn’t deduce anything meaningful from the way he wrote any of the entries.

My fingers slowed when I landed on the page for contacts beginning with the letter E, stopping on Harold Earnest’s entry. My father had founded Track-It with Harold, an old college friend of his, at the height of the country’s recession five years ago. Harold, an engineer, had wanted to develop a subcutaneous chip that tracked children’s whereabouts via radio or radar or some other invisible mechanism that transmitted a signal to a mobile phone or other smart device. The company had followed the path of so many other businesses at the time—not to mention startups initially consumed with research and development efforts—and failed within two years, only a month before my father’s car accident.

I knew my father had mentioned the name of his female assistant at Track-It, but that was years ago and I didn’t remember it. With any luck, Harold would be willing to fill in the gaps.

My eyes strayed to the nightstand, where my cell phone sat. I sighed as I reached for it, still not really believing that I’d started an investigation into my mother’s crazy theory.
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The next morning, I arrived promptly at the Fremont coffee shop where I’d arranged to meet Harold Earnest. The place was teeming with people, everyone desperate for a caffeine fix before Friday began. The bustle compelled me to say a silent prayer extolling the brilliant creation of alimony, which had absolved me from the need to work for a living.

I stepped in line at the counter and glanced around the room while I waited, attempting to locate Track-It’s co-founder. Although I’d heard my father mention his old college friend throughout the years, I’d never met the man in person.

I spotted a Harold Earnest candidate at a center table, his bespectacled face pressed against a newspaper. Everything about him—from the thick glasses to the mussed hair to the strange metal gadget sticking out of his breast pocket—screamed old-fashioned engineer.

I ordered a green tea and carried my cup to the man’s table. His face and the newspaper had practically merged into one entity, his farsightedness so pronounced that I half expected the day’s headlines to be imprinted backward across his nose as soon as he finished reading.

With the newspaper dropping his visibility near zero, I cleared my throat to announce my presence. The man started, ruffling the newspaper and backing up against the chair. He reminded me of a frightened cockatoo scrambling to escape his cage.

I took a small step backward and held up my teacup to show I didn’t present any mortal danger. “Harold? I’m Betsy Holmes, Rick Clapton’s daughter.”

He settled down, blowing a wisp of hair out of his face and squinting at me. “Yes, Betsy.”

Harold didn’t seem concerned with pleasantries, perhaps a side effect from working alone in a lab all day. He probably didn’t even realize I was still standing next to the table holding up my teacup as people jostled around me.

I sat myself in the wooden chair opposite my father’s former business associate, figuring that Harold deigning to talk to me at all was the closest I’d get to an invitation to join him. “Thanks for agreeing to meet,” I said. “I hoped we could talk some about my father and your company.”

“Your father was a financial whiz,” Harold said.

“He certainly knew a good investment when he saw one,” I concurred. I didn’t mention that this knowledge generally arrived after a company’s success while my father had his own money tied up in doomed enterprises.

“Rick recognized Track-It’s potential the minute I shared my vision with him. We both had high hopes for the company.” Harold folded his newspaper. “I was devastated when James Cantwell refused to further back our venture. That decision quite broke Rick’s heart as well.”

“Couldn’t you have located another investor?” I asked. “James Cantwell couldn’t be the only venture capitalist in town willing to take a risk on microchip technology.”

As Harold shook his head, I took a sip of lukewarm tea. Cringing, I placed the cup back in its saucer and mentally wrote off the three dollars spent on this brew as a necessary investigative expense. My father wasn’t the only person in my family good with financial details.

“No, no . . . Betsy.” Harold arched an eyebrow, evidently verifying that he’d uttered the correct name. He continued once I assured him with a nod. “Most of these rich folks search out the young guns to fund. James was the only person we found willing to support a company headed by two sixty-year-olds. Believe me, your father tried to locate additional backers but with no success.”

I mulled over Harold’s insight, finding it hard to accept that age discrimination would have prevented investors from seeing the value in Track-It’s work. Of course, perhaps my father’s prominent role in the company made me biased.

“Given the state of the economy at the time, we were lucky just to receive James’s initial seed money of three million dollars,” Harold informed me. “The funding allowed us to recruit Leticia, who we hoped would have better success luring in additional investors. But alas, that wasn’t in the cards for us.”

“Leticia?” I said, the name unfamiliar to me.

“Leticia Robinson, the other engineer,” he replied. “She graduated shortly before we formed Track-It.”

“Exactly how young was she?” I asked, struggling to picture my elderly father with a college girl.

“Thirty-something. Perhaps we should have gone for someone younger, but the other graduates we interviewed were children. They’d barely reached drinking age.”

“So you hired Leticia because she could drink?” I wondered whether that decision had contributed to Track-It’s fate.

“Because she had promise,” Harold corrected, regarding me over the frame of his glasses. “She was an ambitious woman. Her being a minority afflicted her with a drive lacking in many of today’s engineering students.”

I nodded. “I imagine it must be hard for a woman to break into a predominantly male field.”

Harold’s eyes widened. “I wasn’t referring to her reproductive organs.”

“No, of course—”

“Even I am not so old-fashioned that I can’t accept women in the workplace.” He bent closer and dropped his voice. “Although, between you and me, I’m rather uneasy about them performing surgery. I feel I can tell you that because you’re Rick’s daughter.”

“Well, stitching up an incision requires mostly the same skill set as knitting,” I said dryly.

Harold sat back and raised his eyebrows, as if seriously considering the commonalities between sewing a quilt and finishing up a heart transplant. “You may be right.”

I told myself that Harold didn’t intend to offend. “So what did you mean about Leticia being a minority?”

He blinked. “She’s black.”

“Oh.”

“I don’t normally say this about women,” Harold went on, “but in Leticia’s case I feel it’s appropriate.”

“What’s that?” I asked, bracing myself for an unwanted racist comment. I was starting to miss Harold’s fearful, bird-like demeanor.

He winked. “Hubba-hubba.”

I studied him, sure I had misunderstood his intended sentiment. “Excuse me?”

“Leticia,” he reiterated. “She was quite a beauty.”

I began to put together a mental picture of Leticia. Could my father have been as enamored with her physical qualities as Harold? Would Leticia herself have been so ambitious as to seal her position within the company by engaging in an affair with my father, a man old enough to be her own father?

“Rick thought so too,” Harold added.

I frowned, trying to imagine my father using the term hubba-hubba in conversation. “He did?”

“He didn’t say as much, naturally, but how could he not?”

I leaned closer. “So, did my father think Leticia was beautiful or not?”

“I’m sure it was one or the other,” Harold said.

I surveyed him, recalling how my father had always admired his friend’s ability to view a problem from all angles before coming up with an intelligent solution. Maybe talk of Leticia had released a debilitating dose of testosterone into his bloodstream, sending logical analysis right out the window.

“Rick and Leticia seemed to enjoy each other’s company, anyway,” Harold continued. “They often went out together.”

I snapped to attention. “Went out? You mean like on dates?”

Harold’s forehead creased. “I meant they left the building together. Normally to eat lunch.”

“And you never joined them?”

“Once I start working, I prefer to plow ahead,” he said, pushing his glasses up his nose. “I’m afraid even an earthquake wouldn’t capture my attention when I’m focused. And Rick and Leticia tended to prolong their outings.”

I tried to envision my father and a young black woman goggling at each other over plates of potato salad while Harold toiled away in the company’s offices, oblivious to a massive earthquake rocking the building. My mind refused to accept any part of the image. 

I swallowed, reminding myself that if my mother was correct, my father must have fooled around with some woman despite my difficulty adjusting to the notion. “Do you think they were discussing business on these lunch dates?”

“Possibly. As I said, I never joined them.”

“If you had to guess, what do you think they talked about?” I asked.

“Most likely, they brainstormed over strategies to obtain more financial support. Rick thought Leticia was better suited to pitch the company than I was. She usually accompanied him when he went to talk up potential investors.” He waggled his eyebrows. “I never saw her pitch, but I don’t doubt she could mesmerize any man into handing over large sums of money.”

In my mind, a gorgeous African-American woman batted thick eyelashes at a leering man writing out a humongous check. Had this been my father’s strategy for luring in more investors? Had this display somehow lured in my father instead?

“Yet even with Leticia representing Track-It, you didn’t locate any backers besides James Cantwell,” I mused.

Harold lifted one shoulder, as though some people were beyond his ability to understand.

I shook Leticia out of my head, reminding myself that she might not have been my father’s mistress at all. “What about the other Track-It employees? Besides Leticia, my father, and yourself, who worked for the company?”

“It was mostly just the three of us,” Harold replied.

“What do you mean mostly just the three of you?” I said, remembering my father’s mention of an assistant.

“Rick had a helper, but she wasn’t full-time,” he confirmed. “She came on board about a year after the company started.”

I perked up. A year after Track-It’s inception was right around the time my mother had noticed a change in her husband’s attentions. Even if she didn’t work a forty-hour week, a female assistant would have spent enough time in the Track-It offices to get to know my father.

Harold pressed his lips together. “No, that can’t be right. She was there for the anniversary celebration. She must have started a few months after the company got going.”

Despite his correction, I didn’t rule out this assistant as an adultery candidate. It could have taken my father a while to get to know her before things took a turn toward the illicit.

“Kathy Smith was her name,” Harold supplied. “She studied accounting at the university.”

“University of Washington?”

He scratched his head, as though several other local universities didn’t exist. “Well, yes.”

“And would you say Kathy was . . . hubba-hubba?” I asked.

Harold gave my question serious consideration before shaking his head. “Not like Leticia.”

“What about in her own right?” I persisted. “Was she attractive?”

“For a white girl, you mean?” Harold said, showing no concern over whether his question might be interpreted as racist.

I shrugged. “Or any girl.”

“She wasn’t a dog,” he conceded, “but she certainly did not possess what one might call a stellar rack. I always thought she could benefit from a little plastic surgery in that area.”

I self-consciously crossed my arms over my own chest, praying nobody was eavesdropping. “Aside from Kathy’s physical characteristics, what was she like?”

Harold looked blank, evidently having never thought about anything but her body before now.

“Was she nice?” I prompted. “Did she and my father have a good rapport?”

“She acted like your typical twenty-something girl,” he finally said. “Friendly. A tad immature. She seemed to get along fine with Rick.”

I ran an index finger around the rim of my teacup. I couldn’t see my father with an immature girl, but maybe after forty years of marriage he had wanted a change.

Harold cocked his head. “Is there a particular reason why you’re so interested in Rick’s colleagues?”

“Yes,” I began, then stopped. 

At the moment, my mother’s mistress theory was confined to the two of us, with only one of us really believing her crazy suspicion. Although I was willing to entertain her hunch, I wasn’t ready to publicly accuse my father.

I grabbed my teacup to occupy my hands. “I’d like to understand my father’s professional commitments better. He worked so hard before he died, yet that part of his world remains a mystery to me.”

Fortunately, Harold accepted my lie with a nod. “Rick was dedicated, that’s for sure. We complemented each other’s skills quite nicely. Rick didn’t understand a whit about the technology, and I didn’t have a clue about the finances. But together, we covered all the bases and made a stellar team.”

“Besides Leticia and Kathy, did anyone else make up your team?” I asked, eager to take over the role of interrogator again.

“No, Track-It could only support the four of us,” Harold said.

“Nobody else showed up part-time?” I pressed, thinking of how he had been content to omit any mention of Kathy earlier. He might happily dismiss any other employees with an even smaller bra cup.

“Three million dollars may sound like a lot of money, but it doesn’t stretch very far when you’re talking technology research.” Harold wrung his hands. “We were really on to a good thing, too. It’s a shame we couldn’t locate more financial backing. With even just another million, I think Leticia and I could have come up with a really impressive prototype.”

I put my cup down. “I’m surprised James Cantwell wouldn’t front the extra money if one more million was all you needed to develop something to show for two years of hard work.”

Harold frowned. “I’m afraid James had become rather disillusioned with Track-It by that point.”

I thought about the startup’s lone backer stopping by to check on his investment only to hear that half the company had gone out for a long lunch. “How involved was James?”

“He stayed extremely hands-off until a few months before the end.” Harold rubbed his chin. “Rick always provided him with monthly updates, and something he reported the autumn before we went bankrupt apparently didn’t sit well. After that, Rick had his hands full attending to James’s demands.”

Although it struck me as counterproductive, maybe James had diverted so much of my father’s attention from day-to-day operations that he became too distracted to keep the company afloat. “What did my father report that had James so concerned?”

Harold turned his palms up. “You would have to ask Kathy. I stayed out of the finances.”

“Do you happen to keep in touch with Leticia or Kathy? I’d like to talk to them.”

“I haven’t seen either of them since Rick’s funeral,” he told me.

I jerked upright. “They attended my father’s funeral?”

I remembered seeing several younger women at the church three years ago, although I had assumed they’d been dragged along by their grieving parents. It had never occurred to me then to question whether anyone in attendance had an intimate relationship with my father.

Harold raised his eyebrows. “I imagine they did.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “Yes, I definitely saw Kathy there.”

“What about Leticia?”

He scrunched up his nose, causing his glasses to slide toward its tip. “I don’t recall.”

I myself tried and failed to remember someone fitting Leticia’s description at my father’s funeral. I made a mental note to ask my mother for any photographs she had of the event. A black woman in her thirties standing among my father’s mostly older white group of friends would stick out like a sore thumb. Likewise, so should a flat-chested, university-aged student not accompanied by any older relatives.

Harold adjusted his glasses and looked up at the ceiling. “Rick’s death really threw me. I had been on extended holiday with my retired brother in Florida at the time, but flew back for the funeral. I’m afraid I operated in much of a fog that whole winter, what with Track-It failing then Rick dying so soon afterward. Losing someone after so many years together really takes a toll on a person.”

His thick spectacles magnified the sheen of his unshed tears. I swallowed the lump developing in my own throat.

Harold coughed. “Did you have any other questions? I need to leave soon.”

“What do you do now?” I asked.

“When Track-It went bankrupt, I decided I’m not cut out for the startup world so I returned to my corporate roots,” he said. “Presently I work for Honeywell.”

“There’s something to be said for a steady paycheck and a stable job,” I replied, thinking of how consumed my father could get by his various investments. He was always searching for the next big company to pour his money into, often with disappointing results. 

“That’s for sure.” Harold stood up and pushed his chair under the table. The resulting squeak caused me to wince, but he didn’t seem to notice.

I stood up too. “I appreciate your time.”

“Not a problem. Your father was a good man.” Harold took a step away from the table. “I was happy to help you preserve his good memory.”

The irony of his statement left me mute as he walked out of the coffee shop.
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I arrived home shortly after nine to find my mother whirling about in my kitchen. Pots, pans, canned goods, and dishes covered every square inch of counter surface. The cabinets, on the other hand, stood empty, every single door flung wide open.

“What are you doing?” I said, slamming the door leading from the garage into the house.

“Rearranging, sweetheart.” My mother paused to survey her progress. “It’s a miracle you can find anything in here, the way everything is in disarray.”

“Disarray?” I echoed, eyeing the mess. She couldn’t possibly believe the current state of my kitchen was an improvement.

“You can thank your lucky stars I moved in when I did. Why, I found this old thing wedged behind some spices.” She held up a can of peeled tomatoes using the tips of her fingers. “The expiration date passed almost two months ago, yet these tomatoes were still sitting there, waiting to be mixed in with some recipe of yours.”

The way my mother squeezed out the word recipe summed up what she thought of my lackluster cooking skills.

I lifted my hand, prepared to drop my keychain into the shallow dish where I kept it before realizing that space now housed a tottering stack of spice jars.

I clenched the keys in my hand and stalked toward my mother. “The date is a conservative recommendation. Canned goods always last longer than the date printed.”

“I’m not sure where you came up with that misguided notion.”

“It’s not a misguided notion,” I replied tersely. “It’s the truth.”

“Did you hear that on MTV, sweetheart?” My mother looked at the tomatoes in her hand. “It says right here, ‘best before February sixteen, 2013.’”

I shoved my keys into my purse and snatched the can from her, placing it on a now-empty shelf. “See, ‘best before’ doesn’t mean they’re bad.”

“Then why even bother printing a date?” She lifted a large canister of instant coffee off the counter and showcased it to me. “And this coffee expired almost two years ago. Surely you’re not offering this to your guests?”

“Derek left it when he moved out, but you never know when it might come in handy.” I plucked the container from her hands and threw it back into the cabinet. 

She tilted her head. “But darling, it’s expired.”

My mother reached for the canister, but I shoved it deeper into the cabinet. “Coffee doesn’t go bad,” I told her.

She furrowed her brow, looking disappointed that she wasn’t in a position to dispute my statement. Neither one of us drank coffee, a fact that stymied nonresidents when they found out we lived in the coffee capital of the world.

I picked up more canned goods, slinging soups and beans and jams back into the cabinets. “All these food corporations want you to believe their products will go bad when really this crap could outlive all of us. Some things never go bad, but they’d prefer that you periodically throw everything out and buy new. They make more money that way.”

“Well, I don’t believe it,” my mother huffed. “I distinctly remember watching something on television where somebody mentioned an old can of tomatoes exploding in their kitchen. Now tell me how that happens if tomatoes don’t go bad?”

“Was this on Rachael Ray?” I asked, naming one of her idols. With no other canned goods in arm’s reach, I spun around to face my mother again.

“Of course not,” she said. “Rachael Ray knows the importance of using fresh vegetables.”

“Fruits.”

“Pardon?”

“Tomatoes are fruits,” I said.

She shook her head. “Good heavens, you’re determined to argue over everything, aren’t you? Who ever heard of tomatoes being fruits?”

“It’s true. Meredith learned that in school. It has something to do with the seeds.”

“Seeds?” she repeated. “Now you aren’t making any sense at all. Sometimes, darling, I think you make these things up just to be contrary.”

As my mother started removing the cans I’d returned, I folded my arms across my chest before I succumbed to my urge to either slap her hands away or strangle her.

“It’s a miracle you haven’t poisoned my grandchildren yet,” my mother continued. “You don’t know a fruit from a vegetable, and would gladly serve an expired helping of either for dinner. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if you thought arsenic was a type of seasoning.”

I watched her step toward the sink and wet a dishrag under the faucet, the appeal of slipping something into her next meal growing the longer I contemplated my new living situation. I wouldn’t need to poison her necessarily. A freshly washed beetle nestled in a bed of spinach or a curdled lump floating in a milk glass might be enough for her to rethink her unwanted residency.
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