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CHAPTER 1 - Walls That Whisper
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"We paid rent to live in their house, but love paid no rent when it moved into my heart."

Magam.

It starts with a lie. I tell myself I’m only here to study.

That he’s just a tutor. That I don’t notice the way his eyes linger one second too long.

Or how his voice changes when he says my name. Magam.

Not Maggi’s friend. Not the daughter of the landlord.

Just me. And him. He smells like chalk dust and roasted groundnuts.

Like the backroom of a small dream trying to matter.

The air between us hums softly. Alive.

My palms sweat every time he sits beside me on the porch.

I press my knees together.

Cross my legs. Uncross them again. Pretend to read.

Pretend I’m not aware of the tiny gap between us that feels like a canyon.

I shouldn’t want him. But I do.

I want him in ways I don’t have words for.

In ways that make my breath stumble.

The whisper of his presence folds into the pages of my notebook.

Into the air. Into the silence between our words.

He isn’t beautiful in a loud way.

He doesn’t need to be. He doesn’t try. He just is—steady, quiet, patient.

Like a prayer that’s been answered before I even knew how to ask.

When he leans closer, the edge of his sleeve brushes mine.

My heartbeat stutters. He doesn’t seem to notice.

Or maybe he does. Maybe he’s pretending not to, the same way I am.

A breeze slides through the veranda. 

Lifting the smell of dust and hibiscus from the yard.

His handwriting is neat, deliberate.

He explains something about colonial taxes.

But I barely hear him. The words fall like stones into water. 

Sinking deep before I can catch them.

All I see is his mouth moving. All I feel is want.

My pencil snaps in half. The sound startles me.

His gaze lifts, dark and calm. “Are you okay?” I nod too quickly.

“I’m fine. Just... clumsy.” He doesn’t push. He never does.

That’s part of the problem. Because if he touched me—even once—

I might not be able to walk away.

I gather the broken pencil and place it beside the open book.

My fingers tremble. The lead smudges my palm.

My hand is sweaty. Clumsy. As if it no longer belongs to me.

The world suddenly feels too small. The walls too close.

Everything pressing in. Breathing becomes math. Unnatural. Measured.

A droplet of sweat runs down my back. I shift in my seat, but it doesn’t help.

The chair creaks. It sounds louder than it should.

The air feels thick with things unsaid. Heavy with almosts.

He keeps talking. Slow. Steady. Certain.

I keep pretending. I nod when I should. I scribble in the margins.

I write numbers I don’t understand. They blur together.

Equations. Symbols. None of them mean anything.

He watches. Patient as ever. Like the quietest storm.

Always waiting to break. But never does. He’s good at that.

At waiting. At being still in a world that rushes past him.

I envy that stillness. I crave it. Because everything in my life moves too fast.

Too loud. Too visible. Too much.

He’s the opposite. He’s quiet ambition. Soft confidence. Hidden fire.

And I—I burn just sitting near it.

I think he has no idea what he does to me.

The way he tilts his head. The way he reads everything like it matters.

Or maybe he does. Maybe that’s why he never looks too long.

Never smiles too wide. Never lets the silence stretch far enough to break us both.

Maybe he’s holding everything together without me knowing.

When he finally leans back, the porch sighs beneath his weight.

It sounds tired. Like it’s been holding too much for too long.

He pushes a stray piece of chalk into his bag.

Brushes the dust off his fingers. “Same time tomorrow?”

His voice is casual. Like this means nothing. I nod.

The word yes lodges in my throat like something sacred.

Like saying it might unravel me.

He smiles. It’s small. Unassuming. But I feel it everywhere.

It crawls under my skin. Hums in my bones. Echoes in my ribs.

When he leaves, I stay seated. Still pretending to study. Still pretending to be okay.

But I’m just staring at the mark his chair left on the floor.

As if the imprint means something. As if it belongs to me. As if he does.

Later, when the sky bruises purple and the air smells like smoke, I find myself replaying everything. His voice. The shape of it. The calm.

The way it folded around me like a secret.

The way his hand brushed the page when he pointed to a formula.

Not quite an accident. Not quite on purpose. Somewhere in between.

The rhythm of his breathing beside mine. How I tried not to match it.

And failed. How it felt like the safest sound in the world.

I shouldn’t. But I can’t stop. Not now.

Not when the world is quiet enough to let him in.

I lie awake, watching the ceiling crack in thin, tired lines.

Like veins. Like pressure trying to escape.

Somewhere beyond the wall, my mother’s footsteps echo. Measured. Sharp. Certain.

The sound of control. Of expectation. Of legacy. She has plans for me.

Plans like blueprints. Drawn out in ink.

Signed in silence. Stamped with every yes I never got to question.

Plans that have nothing to do with love. Nothing to do with him.

Or breathless afternoons filled with chalk dust and almost-smiles.

But he slipped into my thoughts anyway. Quiet as a prayer.

Stubborn as the dawn. Uninvited. Unshakable. Mine.

I press my palms over my face. Try to think of other things.

Grades. Deadlines. Diplomacy. My father's voice.

The look in my mother’s eyes when I disappoint her. Try. Fail. Completely.

The truth sits heavy in my chest. Dense. Immovable. Like a star collapsing in on itself.

I want to see him again. Not as a student. Not as a daughter of privilege.

Not as the version of me everyone else insists I become. Just as me.

A girl sitting beside a boy who makes her forget every rule she’s ever been told to obey.

A girl who remembers what it feels like to choose something for herself.

Even if it’s only for an hour. Even if it’s only him. I roll onto my side.

Let the blanket slip. Breathe like the dark might understand. And whisper his name.

Just once. Like a wish I’m not supposed to make.

“Magam,” I hear him say in memory. Soft and sure.

Carved into my mind like it’s always belonged there.

And I swear—I swear I can still feel the warmth of his voice.

Tracing the edges of my heart. Filling the cracks I pretend aren’t there.

Tomorrow, I’ll lie again. To her. To myself. To the world that already decided who I should be.

I’ll say it’s just studying. Just a lesson. Just a coincidence.

That it doesn’t mean anything. That he doesn’t mean anything.

But right now, in this quiet room filled with everything I can’t admit—

It means everything. He means everything. And that truth is louder than any lie I’ve ever told.

It’s the second week of tutoring. He comes to our house now.

My mother approved it. Called it “charity work with good intention.”

A noble cause. A tax write-off. A reason to feel generous without giving anything real.

His mother raised six children alone. Mine runs the family business with an iron lace fist.

She smiles with her teeth. Her love is performance.

Discipline in a silk wrapper. Between us is a line. Made of class. Tradition. Religion.

A history of people like me staying far away from people like him.

A line I am actively pretending not to cross.

Even as I inch toward it. Even as I erase it in my mind.

We sit beneath the rusted veranda. Cicadas buzzing like static in my chest.

The sun dripping down like spilled mango juice. Sticky. Sweet. Slow.

He leans close to explain colonial taxation. His voice low.

His breath warm. His fingers tracing invisible numbers in the air.

And all I can think about is the slope of his neck.

The way the tendon moves when he swallows.

How close he is. How far he feels. I know this is wrong.

Every rule in my life says so. Every gaze. Every whispered warning.

I also know I’ve never felt more right. More awake. More... me.

He laughs softly at something I say. That laugh.

It’s like a match in the dark. Brief. Bright. Dangerous.

"You're different," he says. His tone isn’t flirtatious. It’s honest.

Too honest. "From what?" I ask it too fast. Like I need to know.

Like his answer might rewrite something inside me.

"From everyone." He doesn’t explain. He doesn’t need to.

And just like that, my carefully built boundaries fracture.

Hairline cracks. Spreading fast. Because I want to ask him what that means.

But I don’t. Because I already know. Because the answer is in his eyes.

And the heat between us. And the silence that says more than any word ever could.

My mother watches us through the window. She always finds the glass.

Always knows when to look. Her eyes, sharp as broken glass, scan every inch of me.

Of him. Of the space between us. I straighten up. Fix my posture.

Pretend I don’t notice her. He doesn’t flinch.

Not even a little. As if he’s used to being watched. Judged.

Measured. I wonder what that means. I wonder if it hurts.

If he’s simply mastered the art of not caring.

Or if he’s just better at pretending than I am.

A shadow crosses our gate. Heavy. Wide-shouldered.

Too familiar. A voice calls my name.

It’s not who I expect. Not even close.

I freeze. Mid-word. Mid-thought. Mid-breath.

It’s Uncle Duro. My father's brother. We rarely see him.

And when we do, it usually means one thing.

Politics. Trouble. Strategy disguised as family.

He never visits without a motive. And never with a smile.

"Magam," he says, brushing dust from his brown kaftan.

His tone is dry. Unapologetic. Official. "Your mother sent me."

No warmth. No explanation. Just a summons. My throat tightens.

Not because of what he says. But because of what he doesn’t.

He looks at the boy next to me. Lingering. Calculating.

Naming him a problem without speaking a word.

A muscle jumps in his jaw. Barely. But I see it.

"Your mother would like to see you. Alone. Now."

His words land like stones. Final. Non-negotiable. I gather my books slowly.

Deliberately. Like each movement is a form of protest.

Like I can slow time just enough to stay in this moment.

He watches every movement. So does my tutor. So does my mother through the glass.

But no one says a word. Not even me. Because in this house, silence is safety.

And obedience is expected. And everything I want is something I’m not supposed to reach for.

Because I know what’s coming. Because I’ve heard this story before. 

Because I know exactly how it ends. The moment I enter the living room, I smell hibiscus tea and tension. Sharp. Sweet. Scalding.

My mother stands by the window. Arms folded. Neck stiff.

She doesn’t look at me at first. Which is worse than if she had.

Uncle Duro closes the door behind me. Loudly. Like a final word.

"You are being watched," she says. No greeting.

No warmth. Just surveillance. I nod. "I know."

"He is not one of us." Her voice cuts through the air like thread through fabric.

Efficient. Cold. I say nothing. But I think everything. Loudly.

He is better than us. He is realer. Kinder. He doesn’t wear his pride like a badge.

Or use it like a weapon. He just... is. "You have responsibilities," my mother says.

"To your future. To your father’s name." I swallow the rising burn in my throat.

The name that owns me. The future I never picked.

The weight that never lets me breathe fully. "It’s just tutoring," I say. Soft. Measured.

Hoping it sounds harmless enough to end the conversation.

"Everything begins as just something," Uncle Duro cuts in.

His tone is sharper now. Less uncle, more enforcer. "Just words. Just glances. Just desire."

I want to scream. Loud and reckless. Tear the silence wide open.

Let them see what they’ve turned me into. But I breathe instead.

Quiet. Controlled. Practiced. I learned it from her.

This way of swallowing pain. Of becoming palatable.

"We raised you better than this," my mother says.

Her words are meant to sting. They do. But not the way she thinks.

Better than what? Than wanting? Than feeling? Better than being human?

Her earrings catch the light as she turns her head. Gold. Heavy. Inherited.

I wonder if she wears them for power or protection.

I wonder if she once loved someone she wasn’t supposed to.

"You are not a child anymore," she adds.

"But you are still mine." That lands harder than I expect.

Because it’s true. I am hers. In blood. In burden.

In every decision she never let me make.

"And what about me?" I ask. It slips out.

A crack in the wall I’ve spent years reinforcing.

She flinches. Just slightly. But enough. "What about what I want?"

Silence. Even Uncle Duro stays still. The air hums. Like it’s waiting for permission to break.

"You don’t know what you want," she says. Soft now. Dangerously soft. "But we do."

And there it is. The oldest lie dressed as love.

Control wrapped in care.

"I’m not doing anything wrong." My voice trembles.

Not from fear. But from truth. And how fragile it feels in this room.

"You’re risking everything," she replies. No. I think.

I’m finding everything. But I don’t say it. Because in this house, rebellion is never loud.

It’s quiet. Like a door left unlocked. Like a name whispered after dark.

But better never included freedom. Or love. Or the right to choose.

When I return to the veranda, he is gone. No voice. No breath.

No laughter folded between pages. Only the smell of groundnuts remains.

And the heat where he sat. Still warm. Still pulsing.

Like he only just left. Like the air remembers him better than I do.

My sister Maggi slides beside me. Barefoot.

Curious. Unbothered by the heaviness clinging to my skin.

She offers me a half-eaten chin. Greasy. Crumbed at the edges.

The kind Mama says not to eat after it sits too long.

"Mama says you can't tutor with him anymore."

Her voice is flat. Informational. Like she’s passing along the weather.

I nod. Because of course she did. Because of course it’s over.

Because nothing good survives long in this house.

Maggi chews slowly. Watching me the way only little sisters can.

With too much honesty. And too little fear. Then swallows.

"But do you like him?" Her voice is softer now. Almost conspiratorial.

I don’t answer. Not because I don’t know. But because I do. Too much.

So much it makes my chest hurt. So much it feels like sin.

Like sweetness I was never meant to taste.

She waits. Picks at the edge of her dress.

Kicks her heels against the floor.

She’s only eight. But she sees things. She sees me. “I liked how he talked,” she says.

Then shrugs. “Nice people don’t usually talk like that.”

I smile, just a little. The kind that doesn’t reach my eyes. The kind that feels like betrayal.

Like giving something away I promised to keep hidden.

We sit in silence. Her legs swinging. My heart sinking.

The air still holding the shape of him.

The ghost of his voice in the leaves. Somewhere in the distance, a goat bleats.

A door slams. Someone laughs. But here, on the veranda, nothing moves.

Except memory. Except want. Except me. I reach for the chinchin.

Take a bite. It’s stale. But I chew anyway. Because it’s something.

Because he’s gone. And the silence is too loud to face on an empty mouth.

Love isn’t always a grand declaration. Sometimes it’s a war fought silently. 

In the spaces between what is said and what is never allowed to be.

And sometimes, the battlefield is your own body. Your gaze. Your posture. Your breath. Sometimes love whispers. And sometimes... it screams in silence.

There is a boy I cannot name. He lives in the quiet parts of my thoughts.

He is not mine. But he sees me. In ways the world never did.

And I would burn a thousand expectations Just to sit beside him one more hour

Unjudged. Unhidden. Unafraid.

The silence after he leaves is the worst part. Not just quiet.

Empty. Like the whole house exhales when he steps out.

Like even the walls are lonelier without him.

Like the light forgets how to stay. I watch from the window.

He walks slowly, like he’s listening to something I can’t hear.

Like the world is whispering secrets just for him.

I wonder if he knows I stay behind just to watch him go.

Probably. He sees more than he says. Always has.

That’s the dangerous part. I pour tea I don’t drink.

I stir it just to have something to do. The clink of the spoon is the only sound in the room.

It’s too delicate. Too much like grief.

The porch is too quiet without his questions. Without his soft patience.

Without the gentle hum of someone who doesn’t need to fill silence to make it meaningful.

I press my fingers against the mug. The heat reminds me I’m still here.

Still tethered to this place. Still in this house.

Still the daughter of a woman who thinks love is a weakness.

Who believes emotion is a stain you scrub out with discipline and pride.

Still trying to make sense of a boy who looks at me like I’m not made of glass.

Like I’m not breakable. Like I’m already whole. Like I’m real.

Later, I take out the notebook he gave me. It’s a plain thing. No color. No logo.

Worn edges. Soft corners. Thumbed over and over again.

But inside—Inside are pieces of both of us.

His handwriting. My questions. Ink smudged where I leaned too close.

His initials at the top of the first page, in block letters. M.A.N.F.

I trace over them with my fingertip. Not for the first time.

Not for the last. Like I’m memorizing him.

One letter at a time. The next morning, I wake before dawn.

Dress quietly. Each button a small rebellion.

My sister’s asleep. A tangle of limbs and blanket.

Murmuring nonsense dreams. Mama’s bedroom door is shut.

That’s the only freedom I’ll get today. I slip into the kitchen.

The floor is cold beneath my feet. It startles me awake.

Keeps me grounded. I pretend I’m just hungry. But I’m not.

I just need something to do with my hands. I crack eggs.

Too fast. One splinters wrong, yolk bleeding out like a wound.

Boil water. Make too much tea. The scent of ginger hangs in the air like memory.

There’s a knock at the back gate. I freeze. My heart does too. My breath holds.

It’s too early for deliveries. Too late for peace. I walk slowly.

Each step louder than the last. My pulse louder still.

The gate creaks. And there he is. Manfred.

Shirt tucked in. Notebook under one arm. Eyes full of a question he hasn’t asked yet.

“Too early?” His voice is quiet. Careful. I shake my head. “No. Just... surprised.”

“I wanted to return this.” He holds up a pencil. My pencil.

The one I dropped yesterday and forgot about.

Of course he kept it. Of course he brought it back. Of course.

I step aside. “You want tea?” He hesitates. Looks past me into the house.

Then nods. And just like that, we’re back.

Two people pretending this is normal. Pretending it’s just tutoring.

Just notes. Just formulas. Pretending our skin doesn’t remember every near-touch.

Every breath that ended too close to the other. We sit at the kitchen table.

Too close. Too quiet. The steam from the mugs curls between us.

Dances. Disappears. He doesn’t open his notebook. Neither do I. We both know why he’s here.

“Your uncle came yesterday,” he says. His voice barely cuts through the stillness.

I nod. “You okay?” I sip my tea. It burns going down. “Depends what you mean by okay.”

His eyes hold mine. And suddenly, the kitchen feels like the smallest place in the world.

No space left to hide. I want to tell him everything. About the rules.

The weight. The window Mama watches through. But I don’t.

I ask, “Why did you really come?” His jaw tightens. Just slightly.

“Because I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

The words land like thunder wrapped in silk.

Soft. And devastating. My throat closes. My hand shakes.

I whisper, “Me too.” And just like that, the world shifts.

The lie collapses. The truth steps in.

Because now that it’s been said, everything changes.

And I’m not sure we can go back. Even if we tried. He stands.

Too fast. Like the air has become dangerous.

“I should go.” I grab his wrist. Just for a second.

Just enough to feel the heat of his pulse. The life under his skin.

“Don’t.” It comes out too soft. Almost swallowed. But he hears it.

He doesn’t move. Neither do I. His hand brushes mine. Not accidental. Not innocent.

I think the room tilts. Or maybe it’s just me. “You know we can’t,” he says.

But his voice betrays him.

It’s too gentle. Too reluctant. I nod. “We can’t.”

But I don’t let go. And neither does he. We stay like that.

Fingers barely touching. Breath held between us. The kitchen still.

The world doesn’t end. But something does. I feel it.

Like a ripple. Like a thread pulled loose.

Manfred looks down at our hands. Then at me.

His brow furrows—Not in anger. Not even in fear.

Just in knowing. “I should go,” he says again.

Quieter this time. Almost to himself. “You already said that.”

He doesn’t smile. But something in his eyes softens.

Like he hears what I really mean. Like he’s weighing the weight of staying.

I let go first. Not because I want to. But because I know I have to. If anyone sees—

From the window, from the hallway, from the corner of this house that remembers everything—

They’ll burn this down before we even know what it could’ve become.

He steps back. Only a little. It still feels like too much. “I’ll come tomorrow,” he says.

I nod. Though I’m not sure if it’s a promise or a threat. He turns to leave.

But pauses. One hand on the back gate,

Like if he lets go, something between us might vanish too.

I don’t finish breakfast. My appetite disappeared with him.

I pour out the eggs. Rinse the cup I never drank from.

Wipe the table twice. Then I climb the stairs like the day’s already over.

Mama is waiting at the top. She says nothing. She just watches.

Like she’s measuring my silence. Counting the seconds between my breaths.

I keep my face still. Unmoving. Unapologetic. She turns away first.

That should feel like a win. It doesn’t.

By afternoon, the sky thickens with heat. The air heavy with warning.

The kind of stillness that comes before a storm.

Maggi finds me under the neem tree. She sits without asking.

Plays with a twig like it’s a wand. “Are you sad?” she asks.

I blink. Caught off guard. “No,” I lie. Then: “Maybe.” She nods like it makes sense.

Because to her, the world is still allowed to be both things at once.

That night, Mama calls me to her room. Her voice is calm. Too calm.

The air smells like lavender oil and iron. She’s folding clothes she already folded.

“You will attend the dinner Friday,” she says. A statement, not a question.

“With the Adeyemis.” I look up. The Adeyemis are not tutors.

They are not kind. They are not Manfred. “I have schoolwork,” I say.

She doesn’t flinch. “You have obligations.” That word again.

I almost ask what she owes me in return. But I know the answer.

Legacy. Obedience. Her version of love. “Wear the blue lace,” she adds.

And just like that, the conversation ends.

That night, I write in the back of the notebook. The one Manfred gave me.

In pencil. Faint, like a whisper. “If we pretend long enough, will it become true?

Or will we forget how to stop pretending?” I erase it.

Slowly. But not all the way. A faint trace remains. Just enough to know it was real.

The next morning, I wake to rain.

Light and steady. The kind that soaks you before you realize you're wet.

I don’t know if he’ll come. Manfred. But I wait.
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CHAPTER 2 - Homework and Heartbeats
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"At first, I solved equations. Then, I started solving the mystery of her smile."

Manfred.

I told myself I wasn’t going. That staying away was smarter. Safer. But the rain kept falling, and with every drop, her name echoed louder.

They say you never forget the first time you fall in love.

But no one warns you about the moment right before.

The breath before the drop.

The second you realize you're about to lose a part of yourself—and never want it back.

Not because it's stolen. But because you offer it. Willingly. Desperately.

Because suddenly, it belongs somewhere else. For me, it started with a hand brush.

Just fingers. Just warmth. But it cracked something open.

Something no theorem could fix. Her name is Magam.

And every time I look at her, I forget the answers I thought I knew.

I forget the question, too. She sits across from me at her study table.

All angles and calm. That polished calm only wealth can teach.

Posture like a painting. Eyes that do not blink unless they want to.

Her pen moves like it’s painting, not writing.

The sun spills in through the curtain like it’s chasing her skin.

I try not to stare. I fail. Again. The air between us is too still.

Too loud. It hums with something we don’t say.

"Improper fractions," I say. My voice sounds foreign.

Like it doesn’t belong in this house. Or this moment.

"Are when the numerator is bigger than the denominator."

She nods. Doesn’t write it down. She already knows this.

I already know she already knows this. Still, we play the part. Still, we sit here. Pretending.

She leans in. I smell guava lotion. And something sharper. Like control. Like clarity. 

Like the scent of a storm seconds before it breaks. My pulse betrays me. It thuds.

Louder than pages turning. Louder than the words I’m trying to say.

Her fingers touch mine. A soft brush. A whisper of skin.

Not an accident. Not this time. Not the way she does it.

Not the way she watches me as it happens. Slow. Intentional.

She doesn’t flinch. And neither do I. We hold there—suspended.

The room shrinks. Walls bend inward.

Chairs fade. Even the clock forgets to tick. I can’t breathe. I don’t want to.

Breath would break it. Her eyes hold mine. Brown.

With flickers of gold I hadn’t seen before. Flecks like sunlight on river water.

They look like something sacred. Like something holy that shouldn’t be touched.

And yet here we are. Touching. Time forgets itself. The laws of physics crumble.

The textbooks on the table may as well be ash. Ink and pages, useless now.

Because this—this is the real lesson. This is what gravity actually means.

I could kiss her. Right now. Just close the gap. Let the atoms do what they’re dying to do.

Let the universe collapse into this one thing. But I don’t. I can’t.

Because Magam’s mother is still home. Because the hallway creaks when you breathe too loud.

Because this table is not ours. Not really. Because love like this is not allowed.

Because I’m the tenant’s son. And she is the landlord’s daughter.

And in stories like ours— Someone always gets hurt.

What happens if I reach for her—and she regrets it? What if she pulls away?

What if she laughs? What if she never looks at me the same again?

Worse—what if she doesn’t? What if she leans in? What if this isn’t a mistake?

What if it’s something real? Heavy. Inevitable. What if it’s the beginning of everything?

And we can’t go back. Not ever. A door creaks. Too loud. Like a warning shot.

Like fate stepping in with boots on. Her mother’s voice floats in like a slap.

"Magam? Need anything from the shop?" Casual. Innocent. Oblivious.

We jolt. Like sinners. Like suspects. Our hands flee. Too fast. Too guilty.

Like they'd been somewhere they shouldn't. Papers shuffle. Pages crinkle.

Desperate noise to fill the silence. Voices pretend. Thin. Frail. False.

She flips to the Treaty of Versailles like it’s salvation.

A shield. A distraction. A lifeline thrown in panic.

"Very... tragic treaty," I mumble. I don’t know what I’m saying.
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