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A Time to Be Born and a Time to Die


The stars were twinkling in the crystal-clear black sky over the farm and a circle of people were skipping in unison on the edge of a field. Some of the men, thick-set and muscular after long years in farming, were even holding hands, and in all honesty it was quite odd to watch blokes who wouldn’t normally be seen dead showing the slightest of feminine inclinations dancing fairy-footed steps side by side with their mates. ‘Bloody hell, Fred, I never thought I’d hold your rough old hands in the dead of night!’ said one to another. But it didn’t seem to matter – for in the cold night air clock chimes could be heard coming from the radios of cars parked in the nearby farmyard. The gathering of people stopped laughing and chattering and listened to the count … nine, ten, eleven, and when the twelfth bellowed across the field they all started cheering and singing ‘Auld Lang Syne’. A light was quickly put to an enormous firework that had been set up some distance away, and as the massive explosion of brilliant white light rushed into the sky the New Year of 2000 was rapturously welcomed in by all of us as we hugged and kissed and shook hands.


Leaving the field with our guests and heading for the warmth of the farmhouse, I passed the old stables that had been converted into my office in 1982 when I started the Farmers and Country Bureau, an introduction agency for people who live and work in the countryside. I looked through the windows at the hundreds of photographs of happily matched couples and thought over all those years of matchmaking. What a wealth of wonderful stories I’d experienced, intertwined with a full-bodied mixture of yearning for love and the intricacies of rural life. They were stories full of all sorts of diverse characters – the complex and enthralling stuff of life.


As we walked into the farmhouse we started talking about what might lie ahead for us all. The mothers among us, of course, thought about the future of their children. For the moment, those children had all gone to the large attic room at the top of some stone steps in the old farm buildings. My own children had always used this place for parties and to be with their friends. Up there they could make as much noise as they wanted that New Year’s Eve, and it left us grown-ups more space in the farmhouse.


Everyone refilled their glasses and started to talk about the likely changes in this new millennium – on the whole with great anxiety and trepidation as, being mostly farmers, they knew there would be many challenges ahead. I thought also about the millions of others throughout the world that night who would be wondering what the future would bring, individually and within their families. Suddenly the conversation was stopped in its tracks by a smell of burning. Smoke spiralled up, filling the room, but at first no one could detect where it was coming from. Then someone saw flames and we all realised that my husband’s jacket was on fire. John had been standing with his back to a candle and unknowingly set the garment alight. He was lambasted as a ‘thick, dozy sod’ as we all helped put it out!


The candle was next to the buffet food, and as I looked at it I realised that the big joint of beef and my game casserole were missing. Wherever were they? They couldn’t have been eaten up yet – and even if they had, surely someone would have left a few bones? Then I thought I heard a noise from under the table. I looked underneath and there, enjoying a luxurious meal of prime beef and well-hung game, were our two dogs. ‘If this is what the year 2000 brings,’ I bet they were saying to themselves, ‘then what a good millennium so far.’ I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. I’d spent a lot of time preparing and cooking, especially as regards the game dish, for which I’d collected, over the preceding weeks, pheasant, venison, hare and duck. I’d hoped my guests would get a sample of my efforts, but reluctantly I had to resign myself to the fact that I couldn’t retrieve the food out of the dogs’ mouths, wash it off and offer it around. What on earth could I do now? Quickly I remembered the huge wedge of Stilton cheese that John had wanted to be left in the pantry for his own consumption. Well, he’d have to sacrifice this treat. And then I realised I’d got a big pot of beef stew that I’d cooked for New Year’s Day, when I’d planned not to do any cooking at all. I concluded that my family would just have to starve in order to save the evening, so I quickly got the stew hot and bubbling while I cut the Stilton and searched for biscuits, grapes and walnuts to complete it all.


Very quickly the spirit of the night overcame most of us and we started to be merry. With a bit of drink you get the different angles on life, don’t you? The serious sit down and talk even more seriously, as does Trevor, our local schoolteacher. Whenever he goes to a party, the highlight of his evening is to talk about the end of the world – and he was having a field day as in some quarters Armageddon was expected to happen that Millennium eve. He’d got a little group of people in the corner and was enjoying himself to the hilt. Our local vet sidled up to me and said he’d had enough talk about bloody gloom and wanted to live it up before it was too late. With that he disappeared into the crowd.


The jolly exaggerate their merriment and try to involve everyone in hearty games, going around with balloons and blowing those whistles that make raspberry noises. We had one of those Mr Jolly types at this party, and we all tried to ignore him. There was also an example of the nimble-footed, sprightly old man who feels every woman wishes to dance with him. This one’s speciality was the rumba, and he kept showing off his dancing prowess to everyone as he stood in front of his latest victim, offering his hand to dance with her. He reminded me of some species of insect with thin bent legs enticing his next mate.


Towering above our prancing rumba dancer was Samantha, one of our faraway friends whom we don’t see often. Although she lives on the other side of the country she can smell the preparations for a celebration several counties away, and therefore never misses a party. When she has drunk enough to remove all her inhibitions she surveys every man present, then stands in the middle of the room and fixes her eyes like a cobra selecting its lunch. She starts to sway her hips from side to side, then quickly revs up to a gyrating motion that any Arabian belly dancer would be proud of. This is coupled by a thrust or two of the lower pelvis in a beckoning fashion towards her prey, which means, ‘Come hither.’ At this point the victim usually prays to the Almighty to take him up to heaven at that very moment in order to get him out of this situation.


Later that night Samantha fixed her intent on the rumba-dancing insect. With perhaps the hundredth gyrating hip thrust of the evening she lost her balance, put her hand out, caught the eight-foot Christmas tree – and tree and lights, glitter and fairy all came crashing down on top of her. It stopped everyone in their tracks and a hush descended, only broken by a high-pitched cry from underneath: ‘Get me out of here!’ The tree had enveloped the little old man, and he crawled out from under the debris like a freed rabbit. The tree was pulled back upright and there was Samantha lying flat on her back, legs apart in mid-thrust, open mouth full of glittery balls and tinsel. Everyone said it was the funniest thing they’d seen in a long time, and it was pronounced the highlight of our 2000 New Year’s Eve party. It certainly far surpassed the expensive fireworks.


Of course, when the Christmas and New Year celebrations were over we all slipped back easily into our everyday routines. I’m always very happy, as I think most people are, to get back into a routine. What amazed us the next day was that everything was still normal. Planes hadn’t crashed, Big Ben was still working and no computers had blown up! I think Trevor, the prophet of doom, was secretly disappointed.


I’ve been working in the Bureau office long enough to feel at home once I walk in and sit down. My first day back after the Christmas and New Year break is always very full – full, too, of the emotions of life such as loneliness, happiness and hope. In this small office I find myself experiencing the whole of human nature. Most people want to change their life to find that very special person to share their days with. Others cannot wait to tell me that they have got on very well with someone over the holiday period and all is going well. And there are always one or two couples that have become engaged or have started to plan being together fully. With such immense diversity my day at the office is never dull.


In early January I usually receive many new membership forms, and I often allow myself a little chuckle at some of the comments. ‘Don’t want a rough woman.’ ‘No brown-headed men’ – that certainly eliminates quite a few. ‘Only want to meet a lady who is big and strong’ – many images of what he expected her to do came to mind.


There are always a huge number of messages left on my answering machine over the long festive period. Some messages after Christmas are very poignant, and my enjoyment of the blissful happiness of one can be wiped away by the excruciating loneliness of another – for instance, ‘I’ve been thinking about joining you for years. This Christmas was so bad, being by myself, that at last I’m asking to come on to your register.’ One message that surprised me in the New Year of 2000 was from a lady who, although we have never met, has become a very dear, if geographically distant, friend.


We had last spoken about a year earlier, when she reminded me that I’d introduced her to her husband when she was seventy-two years old. She described a wonderful married life with him, then went on, ‘I’m letting you know that he died several days ago, but I wanted to thank you for the lovely years we had together.’ I was greatly affected by this, and felt so privileged to have been part of their lives. Now, here was a message from Nancy again: ‘I know you’ll be amazed at me telephoning you, Pat, but over Christmas I was wondering if you would think there was a chance of me meeting another gentleman – someone around my age, of course. I know it might be very difficult to do this, but what do you think? I’ve been on my own now for a year, and I just feel so lonely.’


Oh dear, there’s so much less chance the older you get, I thought to myself. I finished listening to her words and sat quietly for a moment thinking a little, then said to myself, Well, why not, Pat? Go on, put her details in the register and see what happens.


After my vast number of messages had been dealt with and the Christmas rush of brochure requests sent out I settled as usual to the ordinary work of getting to know a bit about what people had done over the holiday period. Curiously, it seemed that many of my members were in New Zealand that Christmas. Already I’d been told by seven of them that they’d just come back from there. Some were attending the weddings of friends or family. One lady had just bought a house in South Island. One couple went out to meet her family there before they became engaged, and another couple went out to ‘just be together’. They could have all formed their own club!


As I finished for lunch and stepped outside my office I was reminded that this was not summer in the Southern Hemisphere but winter in Derbyshire. Every branch of every tree in the group that encircles our house and buildings in a distinct horseshoe shape was frosted brilliant white against the azure sky, and I realised how wonderful the farm can look on a clear January morning after a very sharp frost. I could even hear, like gunshots in the distance, some of the branches breaking off because of their heavy coating of ice. Perhaps winter isn’t too bad after all. But let’s not be taken in. Winter on a livestock farm means even harder work than usual. For in times of severe frost there is hardly any time left in the day, after thawing out all the water pipes so that the animals have enough water, for the routine jobs of milking, mucking out and feeding. Once we’ve done everything the pipes will have frozen once more, so we are constantly going back to the beginning to start again.


Within that same day freezing fog can descend, so thick that we cannot see the other side of the farmyard, and seep into every crevice of the thickest of coats. When you are over 1,000 feet above sea level, as we are, it would be a miracle to get through a winter without some really bad days. People living at lower altitudes, especially if they aren’t farmers, might look on snowfall with anticipation and glee and think of Christmas card images. But for the livestock farmer it just means extra work.


However, time moves on. Eventually January disappears, and when February comes along we usually start to feel a glimmer of hope. The days are lengthening, and the snowdrops appearing everywhere herald spring. On one particular day in March the spring sun was streaming through the office windows and the effect was wonderfully relaxing. ‘Ah, wen yu gets yr first bit o’ sun on ya back in t’ year, it’s a wonder wat it al do,’ I’ve heard many times here in the Peak District.


Then the telephone rang. I settled myself on a chair out of that sunshine and became totally absorbed in the conversation. It was a man named Donald, who said, ‘I wanted to let you know what a happy few years I’ve had with my wife, who you introduced me to. I came to you about twelve years ago, about two years after I was widowed. I never thought that it would work and I’d actually meet, fall in love and marry anyone through the Bureau. But it happened – and, surprisingly, with the first lady you introduced me to. But now I know I don’t have so long to live, and I want to put my affairs in order. And I felt so much I wanted to speak with you and thank you for all those happy years we’ve had together.’


I thanked him for speaking to me and said how much I appreciated his call. It was difficult for me to know how to end the conversation, as it was obvious from what he had said that I wouldn’t speak to him again. As I put down the phone unexpected tears appeared in my eyes and rolled down my cheeks, plopping on to the papers on my desk. When they landed and I saw the smudge they made I felt a little cross with myself for being so silly, and pulled myself together.


A moment later I saw John walk past my window. It must be close to lunchtime, I thought, and got up from my desk and walked out of the office, across the farmyard and through the back door of the farmhouse. He was sitting on the chair by the door undoing his bootlaces. John is a broad-shouldered man, nearly six feet tall, distinguished by his bushy but stylish trimmed beard, which in recent years has changed from a lovely deep brown to hues of grey. He has a great smile and will one day make a real authentic Father Christmas without any artificial enhancements. I started to tell him that I’d just taken a phone call from a man who had told me that I’d introduced him to his wife twelve years ago and they had been married ever since.


‘Bloody hell, Pat, I bet he wants compensation from you for doing a twelve-year stint!’ he said, looking up with an earnest, concerned expression that was supposed to convince me of his deepest fears.


I burst into laughter and cried out, ‘Oh, you old cynic! The man actually said he’d decided to telephone me to say thank you for the wonderful married life he’d had.’ I went on to explain that he had recently been told he had a terminal illness, and that he had wanted to tell me how happy they had been before it was too late.


John listened intently, then, with his typical dry wit, remarked that the knowledge of your own mortality could shock any man into believing the happiness of the married state. He looked at me with a sly grin that made me absolutely certain he didn’t mean any of what he was saying.


‘Ah! You don’t deceive me,’ I said. ‘You’re one of the happiest men I know.’


To which he replied, ‘Go on, woman, get in the kitchen where you belong and get me something to eat’ – but accompanied this with a glance over his glasses that convinced me he was well and truly teasing and knew he was pushing his luck a little.


With no time to put anything proper together for lunch I went for the good old standby of bread and cheese. I beavered away, finding chutney, pickles, salad and anything and everything that I could put out quickly. Concentrating on what I was doing, I jumped about two feet in the air when without any warning one of our really large cockerels gave the loudest possible cock-a-doodle-doo from behind me. Not used to the door being open, he had strutted his way in to announce at the top of his voice his wish to be in the kitchen. I turned round, shooed him out and away from the door and resumed my quest for a meal.


The kitchen is quite a long room and contains an area for sitting in comfy armchairs, with newspapers strewn about, as well as a pine kitchen table in the centre. My navy blue Rayburn range cooker is constantly on, rumbling away quietly in the background. There is a long oak settle down one side of the room, with a bare limestone wall behind. Lots of chairs are lodged beside the walls for visitors’ use. John, at the top of the table, always uses the high-backed carver chair that my father left him, and I always sit on the short Windsor chair his mother gave me when we married. It is low and broad and fits my short stature and broad-beamed frame perfectly. Around the Rayburn are the work units housing the ‘business’ bits of the kitchen. The ceiling is heavily beamed and not at all uniform, and I keep numerous wicker baskets hanging from the beams. This room is the very liveable, warm hub of our home.


As the morning brought some very acceptable early spring sun, if it were left to me I would go and sit outside on one of our farm benches to enjoy this first really warm day of the year while eating our meal. From our garden you can see no other house or farm. It is so secluded and peaceful – and it is good, as any dairy farmer will tell you, to watch your spring grass grow and know it will quite soon be your silage crop. That silage will feed your livestock for the next winter and be the source of your ability to farm and survive for yet another year. But when I asked John if he would like to sit outside to have lunch he didn’t share my enthusiasm.


‘I’ve been moving sheep all morning and I’ve gone and got myself a bit too hot for that. I could do with cooling down.’


I thought this a bit unusual because moving sheep, when you’ve got a good sheepdog, shouldn’t be that stressful. But anyway I resigned myself to staying in the kitchen to eat.


‘How did your new dog work out, then?’ I enquired.


‘Wonderful, wonderful,’ he answered quickly.


‘Well, that’s good. So it made moving them that much easier.’


‘Oh yes, without a doubt,’ he said, sitting down and sighing with obvious relief.


I heard Charlie and Richard, who work for us, come in through the back door to wash their hands.


‘That bloody super-duper sheepdog,’ moaned Richard.


Out of the corner of my eye I caught John looking up and gesturing to Richard to keep quiet.


‘Oh, sorry,’ said Richard. ‘I’m always putting my bloomin’ feet into it, aren’t I?’


‘Never mind, Richard. What do you mean?’ I demanded.


‘All right. You might as well tell her – you’ve started now,’ John grumbled.


‘Well, he won’t admit it,’ said Richard, looking at John, ‘because he told us this dog would be so damned good. But it’s either the dog or the master who should be getting some bloody lessons.’


‘Whatever do you mean, Richard?’ I asked in surprise.


‘Well, it turns out this wonderful sheepdog is frightened of sheep. It’s been hysterical, because the dog’s hidden behind John whenever it’s come close to the flock. And John’s run his socks off – no wonder he’s knackered. … A sheepdog that’s frightened of sheep!’ he repeated in disbelief.


‘He’ll be all right – he just needs time to get used to us all and settle down,’ replied John defensively.


‘Bloody get used to us,’ scoffed Richard. ‘He’s made up his mind he’s having none of this running about all the time and he’s going to have an easy life now he’s here. He’s started as he means to go on.’


At that we all sat down, and everyone apart from John smiled silently at the thought of the comic strip image of this sheepdog hiding behind his master because he was frightened of sheep.


‘Would you like a cold drink instead of the usual pot of tea, as it’s so warm?’ I asked them, trying to change the subject.


‘Ah, no. I’ve always had a cuppa, so I’m not for changing now,’ was Charlie’s reply.


As it was Friday, after lunch my job was to go to the bank and then make up the wages for the men and for my assistants in the Bureau office. That always has to be done by 4 p.m., when the farm worker who started at 6 a.m. finishes work for the day, so that he can be given his pay packet before he leaves. But with a little time to myself after clearing away in the kitchen, I decided to take a long cool drink outside and enjoy the sun by myself for ten minutes.


I found it hard to get that morning’s telephone call from Donald out of my mind. Nothing anyone can say will take away the inevitability of death, so we might as well recognise that maybe there is a right time in life for us all. I recalled the familiar lines:


To every thing there is a season


And a time for every purpose under Heaven.


A time to be born and a time to die.


For everything there is a reason.


I would dearly like to be able to change things for this lovely man but I can’t, so I feel I have to go with those words and these thoughts.


How lucky those of us are who haven’t yet had to come face to face with the inevitability of our life’s end. I considered my own day-to-day life and, recognising that I am so much at peace with the world, offered up a silent thank you to whoever is the all-powerful up there, for having been allowed to enjoy such a wonderfully happy life. I thought about the work I had been doing for nearly twenty years: helping others to achieve love and happiness through finding successful relationships and marriages, and dealing with people who are frequently very lonely and just longing for someone special in their lives. I reckon I have the most rewarding job in the world. John and I have two healthy teenage children, Ben and Sarah, who seem to be leading fulfilled lives, and we are lucky enough to live away from the noise and dirt of cities. Here in the beautiful Peak District we can drink in amazing scenery in every direction.


But all this wasn’t handed to me on a plate. I wasn’t born to farming parents, I had to start the Bureau from nothing, and it took many years of struggle and failure to conceive before we adopted our children. My lifelong hopes and aspirations, however – a life in farming, children and to be a matchmaker – have all come to fruition.


As I closed my eyes I thought about my childhood and considered how some little girls dream of being a doctor striding through the jungle and saving the lives of countless African babies, or of running away with the circus and living the life of a carefree nomad. But I dreamed of being a matchmaker. What a strange ambition at such a young age – but yes, I did. I knew matchmaking was for me, and I always knew that given the chance I’d be good at it. I knew I also wanted to live off the land in peaceful surroundings: in short, to enjoy a farming life with a good husband. The next desire on my list was to have lots of children. Little did I know that this of all my wishes would be the hardest to accomplish.


As I started to nod off, my head jerked and brought me back to reality. Instead of languishing in the sun I needed to be up and doing. Quickly I collected up all the chequebooks and paying in books needed for my trip to the nearest town, Bakewell. Some people would despair at the routine of my life. Every Friday afternoon, as well as the trip to the bank, I pick up six oatcakes from the local butcher’s. I get the local papers in the village and have a chat to virtually the same people every week. I fill up the car with petrol and head home. That’s what I’ve been doing every Friday all my married life, which is over twenty years. I do love it, however – it’s what village life is made up of, and it keeps most of us sane and content.


I always have to dash back to get tea on the table for John and the men who work for us after 3.30 in the afternoon. Having an early midday meal means that if they are working hard, and through to 6.30, they need a cup of tea and something else to eat in the afternoon. Usually it’s the conventional tea stuff – bread, jam, cake, fruit – but that day we had strawberries, given to me as a present the day before by someone who came to the office for an interview. That morning, before the milk went away in the tanker, I went out to the dairy, ladled off a small quantity of cream and left it standing all day to thicken. There would be just enough for that afternoon’s tea.


Usually John and the farm worker who’s going to do the milking at four o’clock come into the kitchen about half an hour earlier. The other farm worker, who will finish work at 4 p.m., will be doing his last job of the day – getting the cows into the collecting yard of the milking parlour. As anyone with experience of cows will know, they understand more about where they should be than we humans do – but when they want to go where they shouldn’t they can be annoying beyond words.


Once the men have had their tea and gone out to milk I can have a little bit of time to myself again, until I have to go and collect the children from the school bus. If you live, like us, on an outlying farm you often have to drive into the village and wait for the bus, unless you are really lucky and the kids are delivered to the end of your farm drive. I’ve gone down to the village now for what seems like centuries, but in fact it’s only about seven years.


I wait in the same spot day after day, and I talk to the same mothers who also wait day after day. You quickly get to know each other, sometimes better than your own family, because in those daily five minutes of waiting there is a constant exchange of thoughts and moods. Most days I wait with Karen, who takes me into another world altogether. She and her husband are a city couple who have spent some years in the country with their children and have now decided to emigrate to Spain. That day in March they had just returned from purchasing their new home facing the sea, with the mountains in the distance and Gibraltar not far away. It sounded wonderful, and in my mind I transported myself to a fantasy world of leisurely ex-pat living. But somehow I don’t think that is for me.


Ben and Sarah arrived on the school bus as Karen was telling me all about the preparations for moving to Spain. Bags were thrown in the back and homework projects flung to one side as the children prepared to forget school for the weekend. ‘Can’t we race Karen up the hill, Mum? Go on, we can go faster than that!’ they shouted. And yes, I did have a little race with my good friend: first to the top of the hill – a Derbyshire hill, my hill, and I wouldn’t exchange it, or any other part of my life, for anything or anywhere else.
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‘Please, Wave Your Magic Wand’


As well as working in the Bureau and on the farm, I’d been inspired by the stories of the people I’d matched to write a book. It was a joy to think back to all the happy, funny and poignant memories. Writing was proving very rewarding but also hard work, and on one particular morning in spring 2000 I was feeling a bit stuck. I needed some advice – but where should I go? After some thought I decided it would be a good idea to get in touch with a similar author, someone who had written about a country way of life. After doing a little research on the internet I came across an author who lived in Cumbria. I found his telephone number and, worrying what he would think of me – he had written many books and I was only in the middle of my second – took a deep breath and dialled it.


‘I can’t believe this,’ he said in tones of amazement when I introduced myself. I wasn’t sure what he meant, and then he went on to explain that only that morning he had decided to telephone me.


Whatever is he on about? I said to myself. Telephone me, me of all people – why me?


‘Don’t you remember me, Mrs Warren?’ he said. ‘It’s Bill. I joined your agency over fourteen years ago, but I didn’t have any success. Well, I went away and put all my energies into other things – one of them was to write a series of books. But last week I decided I’d get in touch with you again – and yes, this morning I thought I’d actually do it. Yet here you are telephoning me – after fourteen years, just when I wanted to speak to you.’


We both laughed at the coincidence. I racked my brains, and eventually I recalled him quite well. Then I explained to Bill what my call was all about, and he was most helpful. We ended the conversation with me promising to send him my usual joining pack. But I had some reservations, I must admit, since, I now remembered why, I hadn’t been able to introduce him to anyone all those years ago. The difficulty lay not in him as a person – he was a lovely man, intelligent, full of humour, articulate and interesting – but in the fact that he had a pronounced limp and a bent spine. Sadly, this always seemed to put ladies off. I knew that introductions for Bill wouldn’t come along easily this time either, and that I would have quite a task ahead – but I believe everyone should pursue the happiness they deserve no matter how difficult it is to find, and I accepted the fact that I would probably have to work very hard on his behalf.


Four days later I collected the early morning post as usual from our box at the end of the drive, and there was Bill’s application form – accompanied, I soon discovered, by a longish letter. He said that he was now in his late forties and found it hard to walk because one of his legs was shorter than the other. He wanted to have a family more than anything in the world, and realised that this would make the search even more difficult. Not only would the lady in question have to accept his disabilities; she would also have to be fairly young. I heaved a large sigh – I was under no illusions about how hard this was going to be.


Back in the office, I typed out his profile as I do for all clients. Basically, it consists of all the facts about a person that a prospective introduction would wish to know. I then clipped it to his application form and filed it in my Bureau register.


After leaving agricultural college, Bill worked as a rep for an agricultural feed company for about ten years, then started to help out at a city farm where they kept some rare breeds, and he specialised in pigs. At first it was just at the weekends, and he proved himself to be very good with the many children who visited. Then he started to get asked to go in for an occasional hour or two in the week if a school party was visiting and the children were doing projects. By this time he had gained considerable experience and within about a year, with grant funding, he was taken on full time and put in charge of the educational side. He devoted a lot of time to the rare-breed pigs and within a few years became something of an expert, showing them far and wide.
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