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Madelyn

“Noah,” I said quietly, watching the boy climb out of the car and walk into the house. I knew his story. Everyone knew his story. This was a smallish town, and when tragedy happened, everyone knew. 

He didn’t look around. He wore a duffel bag on his shoulder, and his hands were jammed into his pockets. His hair was a little long, dark and curled at the ends. He wore a t-shirt, jeans, and old sneakers, all fitted to his body like he’d worn them forever.

He was beautiful. I shouldn’t have thought that, but I did. His pain, his looks, the way he held his head up even though grief vibrated around him—beautiful. And I took a deep breath not to cry, feeling his fear and sorrow even from my hiding place across the street.

“What are you looking at?”

I let the curtain fall, and then I pushed it aside again. I had to see him to the door. From the car to the door, a strange walk of shame that was completely out of his control. His cousin scampered at his side, speaking to him, but he didn’t acknowledge her until she put her hand in his. Then he stopped, and even from here I could see him swallow, physically pushing down his pain to smile at her. Victoria smiled back at him, and then she led him to the door, her little hand pulling on his, leading him to his new life.

I knew he didn’t want a new life. Nobody in his situation would want a new life. I suspected Victoria didn’t understand that, but she was only eight.

“Noah Oliver,” I said quietly, turning to Grandma. “He just pulled up across the street.”

Grandma leaned forward and pushed the curtain aside, going still as she watched. Her cool, gnarled hand reached for mine.

“I’m sorry, Madelyn,” she whispered.

“It’s okay,” I said. I took a deep breath. It wasn’t okay. She knew it and I knew it. But Grandma did her best. I was blessed. Cursed sometimes, but mostly blessed. “It’s not about me.”

“You should say hello,” Grandma said. “You know him, right?”

I shrugged. I’d seen him. He didn’t know me. Nobody knew me. Yes, he would recognize me, but I didn’t think I was a face he needed to see right now.

“I don’t think I could help him.”

Grandma pushed the pink gingham curtain aside again, frowning at the view. “You help, Maddie. All the time. Everyone.”

I shook my head and kissed Grandma’s forehead. “You’re such a liar, Grandma. But a sweet liar.”

Grandma laughed. “I think I learned from the best. In a few days, we’ll go offer our condolences. And chocolate chip cookies.”

I sighed, knowing Grandma was going to make this happen. “Okay. But we hand over the cookies and leave. Anyway, he has Victoria. And the Marstons are good people.”

“Of course they are,” Grandma said. “And that has nothing whatsoever to do with us taking Noah cookies.”

We were a month away from the end of summer. I was heading from middle school to high school this year. So was Noah. Except he was heading to high school in the midst of grief and changes. Most kids in the building would be thinking about their clothes and their shoes, jockeying for friends and figuring out their niches, but Noah had to find a new normal. I didn’t envy him that. I was fortunate that I’d had to figure out my new normal when I was too little to understand the changes. I didn’t miss my parents, not really. Grandma was the only parent I remembered.

That afternoon Grandma ran us to the grocery store to get chocolate chips and more butter for our cookies. I thought it was too soon, but she said when the time was right, she wanted to be ready.

“When is the time right?” I asked, remembering Noah’s face, the mix of grief and anger and that chin raised in an attempt to assure the world he simply didn’t care. That face didn’t scream a need for cookies.

“I’m not sure,” she said honestly. “I guess we wait for God to prompt us.”

Grandma said that a lot. God seemed to prompt most of her actions. I didn’t mind church or talk of God. Maybe I even believed it. But I also didn’t think of God prompting everything I did. I felt more autonomous than Grandma did, and I wasn’t sure what to make of that. Some days I wished I felt more from God, that he would give me a heads up when I needed to do this or that. Grandma was always content in her decisions, and I worried about all of mine.

“But what does that mean?” I asked. “He’s angry, Grandma. And hurt and sad. And he’s pretending he’s none of those things. How will cookies from a stranger help?”

She shrugged. “You’re not a stranger.”

“No, I’m worse. I’m an unpopular girl from school.”

“Is he one of the popular boys?” she asked. I thought about that. To me he was, because I liked the way he looked. I watched him sometimes, and he sure didn’t watch me. But was he popular?

“He plays soccer. He’s not popular, not really, but he’s respected. Nobody makes fun of him.”

Grandma stopped in the condiment aisle. “And they make fun of you?”

“Sometimes,” I said. The girls weren’t always nice to me, but the popular girls weren’t nice to anyone. They weren’t even nice to each other. Their behavior didn’t bother me, not really, but it did remind me that I wasn’t the kind of person that the handsome soccer boys would want to talk to.

“What do they say?” she asked. I could see her hackles rise. Grandma hated for anyone to be treated unfairly, maybe because my mother had been one of the popular girls, and she’d not been good for my dad, and Grandma would never forgive her for everything that had happened.

“They don’t like my hair,” I said, pushing it back from my forehead. I had unruly hair with a little more frizz than curl. Usually I wore it pulled back in a springy ponytail. Other than that, I wasn’t hideous. I wasn’t fat or thin, just normal. I had an average face. Honestly, they didn’t have much to make fun of. My hair, yes, which I’d gotten from my dad, who’d had a head full of curls. My clothes were never new, and sometimes they commented on that, but I loved scouring thrift stores for my own styles, so those insults never stuck.

“Your hair is fine,” she said indignantly. I grinned. Of course she would say that, since my hair was just like my dad’s. Anything about me that reminded her of Dad was a point in my favor. “What else?”

“Not much. They don’t understand my clothes, but that’s on them. Noah isn’t popular, but the girls like him. They stop at his locker. Hailey likes to touch his arm and his chest, but she does that to all the athletes.”

Grandma rolled her eyes. “You still haven’t convinced me this means he won’t eat cookies, that he doesn’t need a friendly face right now. He has good friends?”

That was an interesting question. He played soccer, so he was with the soccer kids. Except he didn’t smile or laugh much. He just walked with them. In class he usually entered and exited alone. Maybe he wasn’t as popular as I thought. Because I liked his looks, I’d assumed he was special and out of my league. I was practically invisible in school, and I was fine with that. Most of my friends were from church, out by the county line. Most of them went to the county school. I went to Calicorn High.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not sure he does.”

“And now it’s worse,” she said. “Nobody knows what to say when someone hurts like he does. He’ll need a smile and a cookie, sweetheart. Trust me. And we’ll go at just the right time. You wait and see. It’s no coincidence that the Marstons live across the street and Noah moved in with them.”

Grandma said that a lot, too. Everything had meaning. Every tiny little thing. God seemed to control everything, from where a person was born to how many lightning bugs lit on any given night. To me, it seemed like a lot of things were completely out of control, so I never quite understood this one. If God controlled it all, maybe he was just mean. But I also didn’t think he was mean. I wanted him to be good and loving, so I mostly watched and listened and waited, hoping one day I would feel like Grandma did. I wanted to have her faith, but I didn’t know how to make that happen.

Two days later, I hadn’t seen Noah again. I’d seen Victoria prancing around her house, chasing Montgomery, the six-year-old who lived two doors down from her. She and he played outside all the time. Victoria had the energy of three kids, and just watching her wore me out.

I saw Neil Marston go to work every morning. Calicorn was a medium small town, so most of us knew our neighbors, and I knew Mr. Marston worked at the grocery store. He was a manager, and he went to work with the sun each day and got back earlier than a lot of dads got home. I was an early riser, so I heard him leave most mornings.

I saw Verona Marston coming and going throughout the days. She made me laugh. Her husband worked in a grocery store, and he dressed in polo shirts and khakis. He was a nice-looking man. Don’t think I’m insulting him. But he didn’t fit with Verona, who always looked like she was getting ready for an interview in some fancy New York company. She wore slim skirts and fitted blouses almost all the time. She wore heels and big earrings, and she never stepped out of her house without her makeup on and her hair styled perfectly. The style changed every few weeks. Right now it was cut shorter in back and longer around her face, medium brown hair with just the right amount of blond highlights.

I liked Mrs. Marston. She didn’t fit with her husband, but she also didn’t fit with herself. She worked part time at the mall selling clothes, and she was always very professional there, but at home she was normal. Even with her skirts and earrings and heels, she laughed with Victoria and kept up her garden, and anytime she saw me she waved and said hello and gave me a very bright, pretty, convincing smile. She was sort of a conundrum.

Grandma said she’d been homecoming queen in high school, and she’d never figured out what she was doing with Neil. It seemed to me she loved Mr. Marston, because she always had her hands on him when he was home. She laughed and touched his chest, held his hand when they walked around the neighborhood, and whispered in his ear when nobody was watching. She was one of my favorite people.

But I didn’t see Noah. If I hadn’t seen him go into the house, I wouldn’t know he was there. It made me sad to think of him alone in there dealing with his changes. Did he cry? Where were his friends? Why hadn’t the soccer kids shown up to take him out and distract him? Why did the Marston family let him sit in there by himself while they lived their normal lives?

I had to admit, when Grandma said it was time for cookies, I agreed. I needed to know he was still in there somewhere. Maybe, for the first time ever, God was prompting me.

We spent the afternoon baking, and Grandma said we would take the cookies the next day. In the morning the house would be empty except for Noah, assuming he was still in there. Mrs. Marston worked in the mornings, and Victoria spent that time with her grandmother, Verona’s mom, who lived in the next neighborhood. Verona and her family had lived in Calicorn forever. Mr. Marston had moved here in high school, according to Grandma, and he had known my father.

So we baked in the little kitchen, and we filled a paper plate with chocolate chip and peanut butter cookies, hoping he didn’t have a peanut allergy. I didn’t think he did. I thought the only kid in my class with a peanut allergy was Frankie Vale. I wrapped the cookies up tight and put them on the counter, and in the morning I looked at them and felt a little sick. Maybe this wasn’t a prompting after all. If God wanted us to do this, would I feel nervous and a little bit sick? I didn’t remember what Noah was going through, not really. And my situation wasn’t the same. But at the same time, I’d seen it in his eyes, and I wanted to tell him I was sorry and sad for him, that he wasn’t alone. The truth was he probably was alone, but I wanted to lie to him so he would start to feel better.

“It’s time,” Grandma said halfway through the morning. “He’s probably awake by now. Let’s take these over there.”

She let me carry them, and we crossed the street and went down one house. The Marston house was bigger than ours, a brick two-story with a garage, but it wasn’t big. It was just enough space for three people, although now it had four.

Grandma rang the bell, and we stood back to wait. I didn’t hear anything from inside. Was he here? I hadn’t seen him leave, but it wasn’t like I sat in my window staring at his house all the time. Maybe he had places to go. Maybe his friends had shown up after all to make him feel better.

Grandma rang the bell again, and finally we heard noise. The door opened up, and Noah squinted against the light. He wore long shorts, a ratty t-shirt, and nothing else. His longish hair was a tousled mess on his head, and his feet were beautiful. I mentally kicked myself for thinking that, but the guy had great feet.

“Hey,” he said. He looked at me a long time, his brows pulled down. “Madelyn, right? Great name.”

That surprised me. He knew my name, and he’d complimented it.

“We brought cookies,” I said, holding up the plate. “I wanted to say I’m sorry, Noah. It’s lousy, and I’m sorry. At least the Marstons are good people, although I guess that doesn’t matter yet. Um, yeah. Cookies. Wait. You’re not allergic to peanuts, right?”

He gave me a small smile, probably because I was babbling. I sounded crazy.

“I’m okay,” he said with a shrug. “Yeah, my aunt and uncle are okay. Victoria is too much sometimes, but she’s eight. I can eat peanuts.”

“We brought chocolate chip cookies and peanut butter cookies,” I said. “I know it’s lame. Like a cookie makes it better.”

“No,” he said. Now he gave me a bigger smile, although when his eyes crinkled up it was clear those eyes were red. He’d been crying. My heart melted right there on the porch stoop. “Cookies make lots of things better. Aunt Verona is great, but she doesn’t bake. She cooks good food, but she never bakes.”

We were talking about nothing. That made sense. We were practically strangers, and who walked up to a stranger a week after a tragedy and asked the big questions? But I really wanted to know more. I wanted Noah to be okay.

“How are you?” I asked. I almost whispered the question, because I didn’t know if it was the wrong question. His face fell, and he ran his hand across the back of his neck. His red eyes got a little glassy.

Instead of answering, he shrugged and held out his hand for the cookies. I nodded and handed them to him, careful not to touch him. I wanted to touch him, but I didn’t.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I live with my grandma. I’m sorry.”

That was my way of saying I was a kindred spirit. Not really. My loss was different from his, but that didn’t matter right now. Grandma silently put her hand on my shoulder, and I reached up and put my hand over it, needing to feel her touch.

“Thanks for the cookies,” he said, and he took a step back. I’d pushed too hard, and he was about to close the door on me.

“I’m around all summer,” I said. “If you need anything. I don’t know what, but if... If you do.”

He gave me a smile, but his lip was trembling, and he closed the door.

“I don’t think I did that right,” I said to Grandma as she took my hand and pulled me back across the street.

“I think you did it exactly right.”

“He’d been crying,” I said. “He doesn’t know me. We showed up in the middle of a cry, and he probably won’t ever talk to me again.”

“Did he talk to you before?” she asked.

“No.”

“Then you didn’t lose anything. And maybe you gained something. You just have to wait and see. God lets things spool out in their own time.”

For another week I didn’t see Noah. Not once. Everyone else over there seemed to follow their normal routine, and that surprised me. They had a new person in their family. Mrs. Marston had just lost her brother. But they went to work, and they worked in the garden, and Victoria buzzed all over the place like a bumblebee on caffeine, and Noah wasn’t part of any of it.

Then he stepped out of the house. I was in our front garden with Grandma, planting marigolds. We bought marigolds from the nursery every summer and planted them along the walkway to the house. The walk was crumbling, but instead of fixing it we just put flowers around it. We didn’t fix much in our house, but we decorated our mess.

I heard the door across the street, and I turned to find Noah standing on the stoop, again in shorts and a ratty t-shirt. His beautiful feet were still bare. He looked up the street and then down. This was a street of smallish houses, some in good shape and some not so much. Some were brick, and some were wood sided. Most of those were owned by older people, and they were the not so much houses.

“Noah,” I called. I waved. “Good morning.”

He simply stared at me, like he was shocked to find another person out here. I knew he was home alone right now, and maybe he thought he was alone in the world, and maybe he wanted it that way.

“Yeah, hi,” he said. He put his hand over his face to cut the glare of the low morning sun. “Good cookies.”

I stood up. “Thanks. We like to bake.”

Grandma stood up, too, and slipped into the house. It seemed she thought this was a conversation I should have alone. I had no idea what to say now. Maybe he would fix that by saying something else. But we stood there for ten seconds without saying anything.

“What’s it like living with Victoria?” I asked, because my eye fell on her bicycle, so her name popped out of my mouth.

“She never stops moving,” he said. “Or talking.”

I nodded. “That would be hard. You’re an only child, right? Like me?”

He nodded, took one step toward me, and then stepped back. If I was a good neighbor I would retreat and let him have his morning moment alone. I wasn’t a good neighbor. I took a step toward his house, and then I took another. He backed up against his front door, and I stopped moving.

“Peanut butter cookies are my favorite,” he said. Then he shook his head, like he had no idea why he’d said that. I laughed.

“Good to know. I like them, too. Don’t tell anyone, but I like them more than chocolate chip.”

He took a step forward. “Me, too.”

Then his smile fell away, and he looked up and down the road. I wondered what his old house looked like. I didn’t know any details about Noah Oliver except he was a soccer kid who had moved in with his aunt and uncle after his parents died. I didn’t even know how it had happened. This wasn’t a big town, but it was small enough that we didn’t all know everything going on. Maybe it had been in the paper, but Grandma didn’t get the paper, and I never went anywhere on the internet where I would see local news.

“Are you feeling any better?” I asked. Then I closed my eyes. That wasn’t the right question. “Sorry. None of my business. I just... I’m sorry you lost your parents.”

“Did you lose yours?” he asked.

“My dad. When I was a baby. After that Mom didn’t want me. She signed papers giving me to my grandma when I was five.”

“You remember living with your mom?”

“Not really,” I said. “Just little things. She was right to give me away. She didn’t want me around.”

He cringed at that. “Yeah. Sometimes it’s good riddance to bad rubbish.”

That surprised me. Was he commiserating with me? Was he talking about his own family? Surely he wouldn’t say that about his own family. I didn’t know his parents, but he looked normal, not like someone who would call his dead family rubbish.

“Sorry,” he said. He took a strange, hitching breath. “I should go inside.”

“It’s nice out today,” I said. “Did you eat breakfast yet?”

He shifted the hand that was over his face, and he took one step forward and then backed up again. “No. I don’t eat much breakfast.”

“You shouldn’t stay in there,” I said. “Do you want to be in there all by yourself?”

“I don’t know if I want to be anywhere,” he admitted.

“Come over here. We can finish the marigolds. I mean, you can dig a hole, right? Grandma needs to go to work soon. It will just be me.”

He gave that some thought. “Not today. So, bye. Thanks for the cookies.”

He backed into the door, opened it behind him, and slid inside, closing the door fast like he was afraid I might break in after him.

I sighed. Just because I felt something for him, some kind of sympathy or empathy or something, didn’t mean he felt the same for me. I needed to stop scaring this poor guy to death.

***
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Noah

“GOOD RIDDANCE TO BAD RUBBISH?” I asked the bathroom mirror. “What an idiot.”

I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. I hated it here. No, that wasn’t true. It was fine here. I just hated the world in general. And today I’d been an idiot.

Madelyn Abelard. I didn’t know her from school. Like, not at all. Aunt Verona had mentioned her to me a few times this week, so I’d pretended to know her name, but I didn’t remember ever seeing her before.

Not that I looked around. I didn’t. If I looked at them, they might all look back. I didn’t need that. They didn’t need that. None of us needed each other.

I walked to the kitchen and fell into a wooden chair. Aunt Verona had decorated the house well. It was homey, kind of normal and non-descript. A few photos here and there, some paintings on the wall, some knick-knacks on shelves. Victoria was a whirlwind, so her stuff was always lying around, but it was fine. It looked lived in.

My mom would hate it here. She liked for the house to be spotless. And gigantic. And cold. Everything about Mom was cold. I wish I missed her. What kind of kid didn’t miss his mom? But I didn’t miss mine.

I sort of missed Dad, except it was his own fault he wasn’t here. He should have divorced her, but no, he was an idiot. Cheating on my ice-cold mom hadn’t been a good idea. But I guess he’d paid for it, so there was no use thinking about it anymore. Not about either one of them.

Nobody knew. My parents had been important, I guess. Well, they’d had money, so that meant their messes could be discreet. I had no idea why the authorities were still being discreet, since my parents were no longer here. Their money would no longer matter in this town. But to the best of my knowledge, most people didn’t know what had happened.

I pulled a bagel out of a bag on the table, buttered it, ate half of it, and then threw it up. Great. I’d had no appetite since that night. Aunt Verona was a great cook. Really, her meals were amazing, especially spaghetti. I didn’t know how she did it, but our professional cook hadn’t made such good spaghetti. And yet I nibbled at everything, unable to rouse any kind of appetite.

The only thing that had tasted good to me was those cookies. I laughed about that. Madelyn Abelard. It was a pretty name. She wasn’t a pretty girl. Well, that was mean. She was fine. She was normal. Normal was a perfectly acceptable way to be. She was nice, I guessed. She asked too many questions, but I should get used to that. People were going to ask questions.

She hadn’t asked the worst question, though. She hadn’t asked how. I think the story was that they’d died in a car accident. There was some truth there. But the rest of it... How was I supposed to answer when people asked how I was doing?

“Probably not wise to say good riddance to bad rubbish,” I mumbled, washing out my mouth with water and a swig of orange juice. “Sheesh. I sound like a sociopath. Maybe I am a sociopath.”

I liked mornings here at the Marston’s. I was alone, and it was quiet. I liked to soak up the hominess of the house. I liked the silence, although I wished I had a dog or a cat. I’d never wanted a pet before, so I had no idea why I wanted one now, but this house looked like it needed a cat in the big picture window, basking in the morning sun, or a dog on the patio in the back yard, wagging its tail.

Then my aunt and cousin came home in the afternoon, and life got more difficult. Victoria was everywhere, asking me to watch her twirl or play with her in the mud in the back yard or watch her ride her bike. I didn’t have the energy for her. I didn’t mind her in theory, but she was simply more than I could handle right now.

Aunt Verona understood this, and a hundred times every afternoon she told Victoria to leave me alone. Then she approached, cupped my cheek in her hand, sometimes wrapped her hands around my head and pulled me against her breasts, and said nothing. She knew the story. I thought she might know all of it, even the darkest, most hidden parts, but she didn’t say that. She didn’t say much of anything. I wasn’t sure if I liked or hated that.

When Uncle Neil came home, things got a little louder. He was a good guy. I couldn’t say one bad thing about him. He had the energy to keep up with Victoria. He talked to Aunt Verona, although he said more than she did. She just wasn’t very talkative. But I knew her brother, who’d been my dad, and her whole family, and they were all talkative, so maybe she’d never had the chance to talk.

Uncle Neil liked to grill burgers. He also liked to drink a single beer and sit on the back porch in his bare feet. He smiled at me, asked if I had a good day, and smiled again when I lied and said I was fine. I didn’t know if he knew it was a lie or not. He talked too loud, laughed too long, and sometimes gave me a headache, but I knew he was a truly good guy. He and my aunt were nothing like my parents.

I didn’t know what they thought of me. I mean, they worried. They wanted me to be okay. But they hadn’t expected a teenage boy in their world. Did they hate it? I almost wished they would curse at me or yell at me or give me a hint. I could handle that. This happiness that just went on and on without any substance behind it—it made me uneasy. I didn’t know how to latch onto that, and I felt like I was falling. I’d been falling since that stupid night of the accident, and I couldn’t seem to stop. 

After unsuccessfully eating a bagel, I went upstairs and looked out the window. Madelyn was still planting marigolds. Did she think I really wanted to plant flowers with her? That was ridiculous. But maybe it wasn’t. She just asked me to do what she was doing. I got the feeling I made her nervous. Was she one of the geeky girls? The invisible ones? Did she think I was popular, so I made her uneasy? If she thought I was popular, she hadn’t been paying attention. Usually those geeky kids paid too much attention. I was rich, but that didn’t necessarily make a person popular.

I understood I was still rich, but the Marstons didn’t treat me like that. They had pulled me into their lives just as it was. They hadn’t raided my inheritance to buy a new car or upgrade the house. Aunt Verona did buy new bedding for the guest room, and she said we could decorate it, but she was going to buy all of it at the local box store. My mom would turn over in her grave. I felt some horrible satisfaction with that knowledge.

I watched Madelyn until the last flower was planted, and then I lay back on the bed. I felt like crying. The ridiculousness of that was off the charts. I hadn’t lost anything. If I’d had good parents, the sadness would have made sense. But I’d felt alone for years, and I still felt alone. Except now I felt alone in a warm house with laughter in it. Things for me had improved, and yet I wanted to cry every morning when the house was quiet. I made no sense to myself at all.

Today I was going to go outside. I’d hung around in here long enough. I took a shower, got dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, and tied my sneakers. They were actually two-hundred-dollar athletic shoes, maybe the last pair of expensive athletic shoes I would ever wear. They weren’t any nicer than the cheap shoes Victoria wore. Even Aunt Verona’s ever-present heels didn’t cost close to what these dumb shoes cost. I thought I might run through a puddle in them just to thumb my nose at my mother.

I took a deep breath. This was so dumb. She didn’t care. She was gone, and she didn’t care. For me to waste one second of my time on her was crazy, and she shouldn’t have this kind of hold on me.

When I was dressed, I stepped outside the door and didn’t know what to do next. Walking. I could simply walk down the sidewalk and see where it led. I didn’t know this part of town at all, so every intersection was an adventure. This was my new world. For the next few years this was my home, and this was my neighborhood, and I might as well see what was out here.

The thoughts made my chest tighten again. I cared about the Marstons. I did. But they didn’t feel like family. They felt like people. Just people who let me stay with them. What would make them feel like family? What was family supposed to feel like?

Oddly, the thought that came to mind was Madelyn’s grandmother, who had put her hand on Madelyn’s shoulder when she delivered the cookies. Madelyn had slapped her hand over her grandma’s hand like it was a lifeline. I wondered what it might feel like to have someone be a lifeline.

The walk around the block wasn’t much of an adventure. The houses weren’t big. Some were two story, and some were one. Some were brick, and others wood. Some had pretty flowers and bushes, and some were a mess. It was a complete hodge-podge, and I understood why we’d never visited my aunt and uncle when Mom and Dad were alive. We always hosted family events at our house. My mom wouldn’t know what to do with this neighborhood.

But it wasn’t boring. A white cat stared at me from under a flowering bush. A dog barked from behind a privacy fence on one corner, and I wondered what it looked like. It sounded huge and angry. A little girl was digging in a garden in front of one house while her mother absently texted on the porch. The mailman was doing his rounds from a little mail truck, and he smiled at me.

Birds sang around me, and the breeze blew through the trees, and the world was alive and bright.

I ran the last street, slammed into the house, took the steps two at a time to get to my bed, threw myself down, and cried myself to sleep.

“Noah?”

I moaned and rolled to my back. I felt completely lost. Was it light out? What time was it? Had I overslept? Wait, I had no place to go early. I couldn’t oversleep.

“Noah, sweetheart, are you okay?”

Aunt Verona sat on my bed, her fingers absently playing in my hair. She looked worried.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You were whimpering in your sleep.” She sighed and leaned against my headboard, and I shifted to give her room. “I’m sorry, Noah. This is such a mess. You miss her, don’t you? Of course you do. She was your mom. And your dad. You miss both of them.”

I ran my hand over damp eyes. Apparently I was whimpering and crying.

“I know you must hate her,” I said. “It’s okay to hate her.”

“No, it’s not.” Aunt Verona sighed. “She’s your mother. I don’t know how to respect her as your mother while hating her for what she did. I wish I could be more adult here and help you.”

I rolled to my side, tucking one hand under my cheek. “It helps that you hate her. Then I don’t have to pretend like I’m sad.”

“But you are sad. I know you are.”

“Yeah, but I also hate her, too. And him. What was he thinking? Didn’t he know who she was? Why didn’t they just divorce? How could that have made it worse?”

Aunt Verona gripped my shoulder and pulled me up into her lap like I was a baby. I liked it and then pulled away, because I didn’t want to like it. She let go, and I sat next to her against the headboard, my shoulder against hers. She was warm.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t understand either of them. Marcus deserved better, but he chose Shawna. I don’t think anyone twisted his arm. We all saw it for what it was, but he said it was love, and love is sacrifice.”

“Love sounds moronic to me,” I said honestly.

“Well, looking at your parents, I understand that.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say things like that. Taking shots at your parents won’t help. Ah, were you dreaming? Nightmare?”

“I don’t know,” I said. That wasn’t a lie. “I don’t remember. I took a walk this morning. You said I should get out of the house, and I did. There’s not much around your block.”

She laughed. “No, I guess not.”

“But it’s good. It’s a mess out there, all houses and people and cars that don’t match. I like it.”

I didn’t tell her the best thing about this neighborhood. I’d realized it was just a few blocks away from my favorite place in town. That was going to come in handy.

She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me against her. She was soft, and I shouldn’t have noticed, but her breasts were soft against me. I wasn’t sure what to think about that except that I felt weird for thinking about that.

“I’m glad you like it.”

“I talked to Madelyn today.”

She pulled back and looked into my face. “And? I know you liked the cookies. I thought you would bite Victoria when she ate one.”

She laughed when she said it. I had shared the cookies, but she was right that I hadn’t wanted to.

“She asked me to help plant flowers. I took a walk instead.”

“She and Eleanor have lived over there for years,” Aunt Verona said. “Madelyn seems like a sweet girl. I don’t know them well. They keep to themselves.”

I thought that was strange, since they’d brought cookies and then talked to me. That wasn’t keeping to themselves. Aunt Verona needed to spend time in my old neighborhood. I didn’t even know the name of any of the neighbors.

“They seem friendly,” I said.

“She’s in your grade, right? I mean, you see her in school.”

I cleared my throat. “I guess she’s in my grade.” I didn’t want to admit I didn’t remember ever seeing her. She was one of those girls who blended in. And honestly, I didn’t look around much. I played soccer and did homework. And I didn’t plan to play soccer anymore. I realized I hadn’t told Verona that.

“Aunt V, I don’t want to play soccer.”

“Okay,” she said. “You know you can if you want. I have money for you, so we can get you all the equipment and the clothes and even pay for extra practice. I remember your mom saying how expensive the extras were.”

“I hate soccer,” I said. “They wanted me to play.”

She gave me a small smile. I heard a crash downstairs, meaning Victoria had been alone too long. Aunt Verona rolled her eyes but didn’t get up. “Is there anything you want to do instead?”

I didn’t know how to answer that. Nobody knew what I really did, but I had a life. I thought I had a life. It was mine and only mine, but now it didn’t seem to fit. Nothing fit anymore. Part of me wanted to be here, to be part of a good family. But a bigger part of me liked the solitude of my old life, my old hobbies, not depending on anyone but myself. When the shock of this wore off, would the Marstons still want me here? When I graduated in four years, would I have anyone? I needed to plan for a dark future. I’d always planned for a dark future.

“I’m not sure yet.” That sounded like a perfectly good vague answer and not an outright lie.

Aunt Verona said if I came downstairs she would fix lunch, and she left me in bed. I stood and looked in the mirror again. I’d thought she would fight me on soccer. I was glad she hadn’t. Now I just had to figure out how to do what I wanted to do without anyone knowing. It would be harder here where people acknowledged my existence.

After lunch Aunt Verona worked on laundry and other mom things, and Victoria grabbed my hand and pulled me down onto the sofa. She rarely sat still, so this surprised me.

“Grandma said you were sad,” Victoria said. “You don’t look sad.”

I sighed. “I guess everyone grieves differently.”

“I’m sad your mommy and daddy died.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Victoria. Ah, what do you know about Madelyn, across the street?”

I thought it was a pretty good change of subject. I hadn’t expected much of an answer, but Victoria often surprised me.

“She’s good. Her grandma is friendly. Maddie watches. She sees everything. If you ask her something, she always has answers, because she pays attention. I like her. She laughs when I ride my bike. If we play hide and seek and Montgomery hides in her yard, sometimes she’ll tell me where he is.”

I smiled at that. And it concerned me. I didn’t need to be watched. My life would work better if nobody paid any attention to me. I thought that was going to be difficult here. The Marstons thought I was family, and Madelyn was over there watching. How was I ever going to survive this place?

And yet part of me wondered what it might be like just to let go and participate.

That part was pretty naïve, I thought, and I would do well not to listen to it.

***

[image: ]


“CAN WE GET SOME things from my house?” I asked Aunt Verona. She was off work today, and Victoria was flitting around outside with Montgomery, mostly bossing him around, and I needed to get myself together. The strange days of weeping seemed to be behind me, which was good, because they were exhausting, and they made no sense to me. I didn’t miss them. They’d destroyed themselves. They’d worked hard at destroying me. So what had all the tears been about?

“Of course,” Verona said. Today she planned to work in the garden, so she was wearing capris instead of a skirt, although she still wore makeup, had her hair perfectly brushed and shiny, and had donned big hoop earrings. I had to smile at her garden shoes, which were beat-up sneakers and didn’t fit at all with the rest of her outfit. Aunt Verona fascinated me. “I’ve been meaning to do that. We need to figure out what to do with everything and then sell the house. I admit I’ve been putting that off. Going through Marcus’s things...”

She ran her hand over her eyes. She didn’t know my dad as well as I did, and she missed him. But maybe it was more than that. She told me stories about him before my mom, and I think if I’d known that guy, I might have missed him, too.

I didn’t want to take Victoria with us, but of course there was no choice, so all of us climbed into their car, and we started toward my old house. I noticed Madelyn on her porch with a mug in her hand, and she smiled at me. She had a nice smile. Not pretty, exactly, but comforting. She had a twinkle in her eye that made me think there was more to her than she let anyone see.

I sure knew how that went. 

When we got to my house, I wasn’t sure what to do. It looked just like we’d left it. To anyone else it looked spotless, but I saw the traces of our final morning together—Dad’s mug on the edge of the sink since he rinsed it out and used it several days in a row before putting it in the dishwasher; Dad’s briefcase by the front door, ready for the next day of work. Mom’s earrings were on her dresser, the ones she had worn the night before her meltdown.

We had people come in and take care of our lives for us, a housekeeper and a cook, and they hadn’t been here, of course, so there was the lightest layer of dust on things. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen dust in our house before. After living with the Marstons for two weeks, my house looked big and fancy, but it was also cold and empty. Earrings and a mug weren’t great signs of life.

“Well,” Verona said as we took a quick walk around. She looked shaken. “I don’t know where to start. Today let’s just grab whatever you need. If it’s too much for the trunk, we’ll box it and rent something to get it to our house.”

I didn’t ask where we would put things in their house, because there wasn’t much room there, but most of what I wanted would fit in my room. Except for a few things I needed to hide. I had no idea how to deal with any of that.

“So,” I said as I headed up to my room, Victoria following. “Victoria, I’d like to do some of this myself. Please?”

She stopped and frowned. “Because you might cry? Grandma says boys like to cry by themselves.”

Grandma. I hadn’t seen her since the accident. They’d died two weeks ago, but we hadn’t had a funeral yet. That was next week. I didn’t know why there was a delay, and I didn’t much care. I couldn’t imagine anything more horrible than a funeral for my crazy parents.

“I might cry,” I said. Unfortunately, that was true. They weren’t worth the tears, but experience the past two weeks said I might cry. 

She let me go, and I carried a couple boxes up to my room and looked around. Mom had decorated in here, so most of it I would leave. She didn’t understand what I liked in a space. She never had.

However, in the bottom of my closet were a few items I had to take with me, and they had to remain hidden. I decided to place some of them in each box and then cover them with clothes. My clothes I would take. Again, I hadn’t chosen most of my clothes, but I also didn’t care much about clothes, so I’d take it all with me.

The other thing I needed was my bike. I hadn’t ridden for two weeks now, and I needed that freedom back. Walking was fine, but I could get a lot farther riding, and I missed the feel of it, whooshing down streets in the dark, the excitement of wondering if this time I’d be caught.

In two years I could drive, and I wanted a motorcycle. I wondered what Aunt Verona and Uncle Neil would think of that. But I was going to pitch a fit and make it happen. I didn’t plan to give them trouble, but this was non-negotiable.

I packed up as fast as I could, because the house turned out to be haunted. I could see and hear our last days, our final conversations. I walked past my parents’ bedroom and heard the screaming fit that had resulted in that final, horrible day. I hated both of them for that fit, that day, their whole miserable lives. How dare they be so selfish.

With a sigh I sat in the kitchen and watched Aunt Verona wander from room to room. I thought the place might be haunted for her, too, but she saw her little brother here, the one who never should have tied himself to my shrew of a mother.

“Maybe I’ll let an auction house do all of it,” she said when she returned to the kitchen. Victoria was at her side, her hand tucked into her mother’s hand, looking surprisingly affected.

“It’s sad here,” Victoria said. “I’m ready to leave. The house doesn’t know. It doesn’t know they’re not coming back.”

I thought that was a very good way to describe the place. It was waiting, and it would wait forever until we dismantled all this.

“I don’t mind that,” I said to my aunt. “An auction. I don’t want any of this stuff.”

“You’re sure?” she asked. She sat at the table, and Victoria wandered back into the house. “I don’t want to rush you. We can hold the house for a while. Honestly, the way they left things, we can hold the house forever if you want to live here when you’re older. It’s much nicer than where you have to live now.”

I held out my hands. “Aunt Verona, don’t. I’m not them. I don’t need this. I like your house. It’s warm and alive.”

“It’s small,” she said. I couldn’t believe she was apologizing for her house.

“It’s fine,” I said. “Just auction it all off. I got what I wanted. Except my bike. Will that fit in the car?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Probably not. I’ll send Neil to get it if you want. Did you fill those boxes? I can get you more.”

“I might need another one or two,” I said, because not quite all of my clothes had fit. “Mom and Dad have some suitcases. I can just fill those and not have to get more boxes.”

“Oh,” she said. “Of course. And if you want anything of theirs... Noah, all this is yours. Take what you want. Take your time. I don’t think I’ll deal with it for a while. Definitely not until we get the memorial out of the way.”

She sighed, and I knew she was dreading the memorial as much as I was. The lie about the car accident was still in circulation, and that day we would have to sell it while trying to pretend we were sad and shocked at the end of my family. I wished we didn’t have to have a service at all.

“What if people find out?” I asked. “I don’t know why people don’t already know.”

She put her hand on mine. “I’m a little surprised myself. I guess the police and coroner kept their promise. I think your dad left them some money. He left money for several city institutions. Maybe to make up for your mom.” She cringed. “Sorry.”

I said nothing. I knew what she meant. Mom had liked to complain. Calicorn wasn’t big enough for her, and she hadn’t liked it when we’d moved back to Dad’s hometown. She wanted New York or Los Angeles.

I finished packing, and we did manage to stuff my bike in the car. It wedged into the back seat with me, and Victoria laughed all the way home because I was trapped in the seat by my bicycle.

I carried everything inside and put my bike in the garage. Then I locked my door and unpacked boxes. I put the clothes in the drawers, some in the closet, and I looked at the rest. I didn’t think the Marstons were going to snoop in my closet, but I still needed to hide this stuff. I had plans to take this hobby bigger, but I hadn’t figured out the logistics of that. I needed a ladder. I couldn’t exactly put a ladder on the back of my bike.

Maybe when I was sixteen I needed a truck instead of a motorcycle. That would solve a lot of problems for me.

For now, I put the cans in one of Dad’s suitcases, one with a lock, and I locked it and tucked it into my closet. I tossed a couple jackets over it, trying to make it look randomly messy, and I stepped back.

Maybe tonight I’d use it. I had my bike, and now I had my backpack. I even lived closer to the warehouse district. Tonight I could go out and find my old self.

It was about time. 
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Madelyn

I don’t know why I couldn’t sleep that night, but around midnight I was looking out the window, and I saw Noah Oliver climb onto his bike and pedal into the darkness. When he rode through a puddle of light from the streetlamp, I saw that he wore a backpack, but I couldn’t tell anything else. I was pretty sure the Marstons didn’t know he was out there, and I guessed he didn’t have permission to go.

I’d watched the house a few times, and I’d talked to Noah a couple times, so I knew he was still there. Today I’d found Victoria and Montgomery in our yard, and Victoria had told me that they had gone to Noah’s old house.

“It was haunted,” she said. She wrinkled her little nose. She was eight, and so she wasn’t little anymore, but Victoria was petite and too cute for words. That was good, because she could try a person’s patience with her constant motion. Cuteness would help her. “No, I don’t think it was haunted. But it was strange, and I didn’t like it. It’s big, like a mansion, and big should be good, right? I mean, people like big houses. But not this one. Noah didn’t take much stuff. Mom says she’s going to auction most of it. They talked about not being sad. I don’t know how Noah could not be sad. He lost his mom and dad. But he’s mostly angry.”

I wanted to ask more questions, but that wasn’t fair to Noah, so I let her go and spent the day pondering what she’d said. A big house. So Noah had come from money, I guessed. If I understood it right, Verona was Noah’s dad’s sister, so the money wasn’t family money, since the Marstons lived sort of normal.

And angry. That one didn’t surprise me. Sometimes I was angry with my parents for leaving me. Dad hadn’t had a choice, but I was still angry sometimes. And Mom... Well, she had a lot of choices, and it seemed she was good at facing choices and making the wrong one.

But then I thought about that, and her bad choices had let me grow up here with Grandma. That was a good thing. None of Mom’s choices would have let me have a good mother, but she’d managed to get me a good grandmother, so maybe I’d do well not to get upset with her.

I knew about the memorial for Noah’s parents next week. I didn’t know why it had taken three weeks. I didn’t know much about the accident itself. I’d heard car accident, and that made sense. About the only way two people could die at the same time was car accident. I didn’t know if Grandma would want to go. I mean, we didn’t know them, so there was no reason to go. But Noah now lived across the street, and we’d brought him cookies, so maybe we would go.

I watched at the window for another half an hour, and Noah didn’t come back. Finally I was tired enough to sleep, but when I woke up I looked out the window, glad to see his bike propped against the house. He’d come home.

I didn’t have much to do this summer, but that was normal. Grandma worked, and I stayed home. I cleaned and gardened, but the yard was small and we weren’t messy people, so none of that ever took much time. Last year Grandma had started to teach me to sew, but I didn’t like making clothes. I could never make things fit. Instead, I’d researched quilts, and this summer I was working on a quilt. I was cutting out a million little squares and triangles from Grandma’s stash of fabric. She had always sewn, so she had lots of scraps.

Grandma worked at the old Five and Ten. It was in town, although downtown Calicorn wasn’t much of a town. The shop had almost closed a hundred times, but every time the owner threatened to close the doors, people would get upset and shop enough to keep it open for another six months. It had lived six months to six months for many years now, but it never made much money. It was only open for six hours a day, and Grandma was one of three employees.

When Grandma got home that afternoon, she said she liked my choice of colors for my quilt. She started dinner, and we didn’t say much. In the summer we didn’t say much. I didn’t have any school to talk about, and there wasn’t much to say about cutting out squares and triangles. She told stories about the Five and Ten, but we were coming to the end of six months, so not many people were shopping.

“Maybe this time it will shut down for good,” Grandma said. “I’d like to get a new job, but I hate to leave. I’ve worked there half my life. I’m too loyal for my own good.”

“I saw Noah sneak out last night,” I said, surprised when the words popped out. “He rode his bike. It was after midnight.”

Grandma sighed. “That’s never good.”

“Victoria said they went to his house to get clothes. She said it felt haunted, and Noah is angry.”

Grandma nodded. “It’s easy to be angry when someone dies.”

“Were you angry with my dad?” I asked. He’d died at work when a machine had broken.

“No,” she said. She sighed again. “Sometimes. It wasn’t his fault, but I was angry sometimes. Sometimes I was angry with God. I didn’t like how that felt, but God says it’s okay. It’s okay to wonder. David wondered in his Psalms all the time. Even Jesus asked, at the very end, why God had forsaken him. So I guess it’s okay to get angry.”

I nodded. “Noah’s bike was back this morning. I guess he’s safe now. I wonder where he went.”

“He might have friends to see,” Grandma said. “I hope he doesn’t find trouble. Not much out there for a kid at night that isn’t trouble, though.”

“Will we go to the memorial?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what answer I wanted her to give me.

“We might,” she said. She tilted her head. “Do you think we should go?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Why are you asking me?”

“Since you asked me, I wondered if this was a prompting. Do you feel like we should go?”

“We don’t know them. I never met them. But Noah’s our neighbor now. We took him cookies. I don’t want to go, but maybe we should. He doesn’t have that many friends. The soccer kids haven’t come. Since his parents died, nobody has shown up over there.”

Grandma smiled, nodded, and patted my hand. “That sounds like a prompting. How does it feel?”

It didn’t feel like anything. “Are you sure? I don’t know if we should go. I’m not sure I want to go.”

“If we want to do something, we don’t need to be prompted. I think we should go. It’s even after work, so I don’t have to take time off.”

“Grandma, if the Five and Ten closes, can you get another job? You’re kind of old.”

She laughed. “I suppose I am. But we’ll be fine. I promise, Maddie, we’ll be fine.”

“Victoria said the Olivers were rich. Well, they lived in a big house.”

“I’d heard they were rich,” Grandma said. “He left town, made a fortune, and then came back to his hometown. I’d heard he was generous. I never heard anything about her.”

I wondered what a memorial was like. Nobody was calling it a funeral, so I didn’t know if it was the same thing or not. I wasn’t sure what to wear or what we were supposed to do, but Grandma would know. She would be with me, so it would be okay.

The memorial was held in a wide, open room at the country club, the only country club in town. It wasn’t especially fancy, because we weren’t a big, fancy town, but the building was pretty, and the landscaping was beautiful. There was a golf course behind the building, so everything was green. 

We were ushered into a big room filled with folding chairs. The room was nice, I guess, but I didn’t pay much attention. Instead, I watched the people. It was pretty full of people. I didn’t know most of them, but I did know some. Some of them were parents and kids from school. I knew the mayor was here, because I’d seen her picture on the newspapers in front of the grocery store.

I looked around for Noah or the Marstons. They were in the front of the room, Noah standing between his aunt and uncle. An older woman stood next to Mrs. Marston, her hand in Victoria’s, and I thought that might be Victoria’s grandmother. That made her Noah’s grandmother, too. Of all of them, she looked the saddest. Victoria looked bewildered, and Noah simply looked at the room with no expression at all.

Maybe what made this a memorial and not a funeral was the lack of coffins. Instead, there was a small podium up front with several flower arrangements around it. The family stood near this, and people lined up to shake their hands.

Grandma put us in that line, and I wondered if I was supposed to say something. I wanted to say something, but Noah looked blank, and I thought he might need to stay blank today. Maybe right now he had go deep into himself to keep going. I didn’t want to mess with him, so I decided I would shake his hand, smile, and then walk on. I saw a few other people do that. Some of them talked to the Marstons. Some hugged Victoria’s grandmother or Mrs. Marston, but most people shook Noah’s hand and walked on.

It kind of hurt my feelings. I had decided not to talk to him out of kindness, but it didn’t look kind when everyone walked by. I thought he didn’t know most of these people. They were from his dad’s work, maybe, or maybe from here at the country club. I didn’t see any of the soccer kids in the line. Nobody hugged him or smiled at him.

When we got close, Grandma let go of my hand. She gave me a strange look, a smile and a nod. She was letting me know that I had something to do here. I wondered what she thought that was.

Grandma seemed to know Noah’s grandmother, at least by sight, and she shook her hand and said something kind. Then she moved on, giving each of the Marstons a quick hug, even Victoria. When she got to Noah he took half a step back, and she held out her hand. He shook it, nodded, and looked down at the floor. I was pretty sure he did not want to be here. But really, did anyone want to be at a memorial?

I shook hands until I got to Noah. I’m not much for hugging, but when I got to him, I couldn’t help myself. I shook his hand, and then I gave him a little tug. He seemed surprised, and he stumbled forward. I wrapped my arms around him, meaning to let go immediately, but he was warm, and I felt him relax. I gave him a little squeeze and whispered into his ear.

“I’m sorry. Maybe after this you deserve more peanut butter cookies.”

I felt him smile at this, and when I pulled away he ran his hand over his eyes. They were glassy and red, but he didn’t cry.

“Thanks,” he said. “If you don’t bring some over, I’ll come get them.”

I grinned at that, and I walked on, because other people were in line behind me. 

After we all sat down, people said a few nice things about his parents. He was in the front row, his aunt at his side. I didn’t listen to much of what was said because I didn’t know his parents, but I watched him. He leaned against his aunt, and she put her arm around him. Before it was over, I knew he was crying. It made me strangely happy to see it. Mrs. Marston gave him a tissue, and he fixed himself up and then sat up straighter. I could tell, even from the back, that he’d put it all away. I was a little surprised he could do that. If this had been a memorial for my grandmother, I wouldn’t have been able to stop crying.

We didn’t stay long after that. More people lined up to talk to the family, but Grandma took my hand and pulled me out.

“That was very strange,” she said. “What did you say to him? It was the only smile I saw from him.”

“I told him he deserved more cookies after this. We should make them some.”

“Of course.” She grinned. “Cookies. And you weren’t sure about that. Your old grandma knows things sometimes.”

“Peanut butter,” I said. “They’re his favorite.”

We spent the afternoon baking cookies, and in the morning I walked across the street on my own to deliver them. Victoria was in the yard, and she said she’d go get Noah. I told her not to wake him up, but she said he wasn’t asleep.

“He was strange yesterday,” she admitted before racing into the house. “If I lost my mommy and daddy, I would cry all the time.”

It seemed to take a while before the door opened again, and Noah appeared. His hair was a mess, and he was once again in shorts, t-shirt, and bare feet. He squinted like the sunlight hurt.

“I didn’t mean for her to wake you,” I said. He laughed. 

“I look that bad, huh? I was awake. Wow. You brought them.”

“I said I would,” I said. I held out the plate, and he took it, peeling back the plastic and grabbing a cookie. He held it out for me, but I shook my head. I didn’t want to eat his cookies.

“Come on,” he said. “Share with me.”

He backed up a step, and we sat on the porch steps sharing cookies.

“You made it,” I said. “Through yesterday, that is. I got the feeling yesterday was horrible.”

He shrugged. “Yeah. It’s over. Aunt Verona is going to let some auction company deal with the house. It’s over.”

I thought it a strange sentiment. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember when my dad died. And my mom isn’t dead, so I don’t have funerals or memorials in my past.”

“It was a bunch of empty words,” Noah said bitterly. “I didn’t hear most of it. I wanted out of there.”
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