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         There were no words; words no longer existed. Time and consciousness were fluid. Abstract. But there was an awareness. And with it, an urgency. Death.

         Death.

         Death like a drumbeat, calling from the past. It had a familiar scent.

         Death.

         As if she had encountered it before.
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         Orla tried not to think of it as an amputation, but that’s how it felt. When they left the New York City apartment behind, that was a leg. She’d hobbled northward weeks ago and now, waving goodbye to her husband’s Plattsburgh family, that was an arm. She buckled her seat belt with her remaining hand, gazed down at her remaining foot, boot-clad and muddy. This body would never dance again. No more exhilarating reveals as the curtain rose on the stage. No more applause. No more making her sinewy limbs as fluid as a piece of music. Only bare-bones living. And endless woods.

         Shaw had been such a good partner in the first couple of weeks after her retirement. He’d focused daily on the positives: her perpetually strained muscles could finally heal; she’d suffer no more blackened toenails; she wouldn’t have to spend hours a day in the company of sweaty, smelly people. In the spirit of the new life they were planning, she’d acknowledged the truthfulness of his optimism. But she didn’t have a clear memory of having made such complaints, at least not frequently, and not with the intention of wishing her life had been different. Sometimes the writer’s pencils wore down, and sometimes the painter’s brushes became stiff. These were casual obstacles of the trade, as were her aches, not reasons to abandon one’s art.

         Yet she knew, in her marrow. Forty-one was old for a ballet dancer and everything required more effort than it once had; the time had come. And she’d agreed—the end of her time would mark the beginning of Shaw’s. It was his turn to pursue his artistic dreams.

         Some days she felt nothing but the excitement of such a big change, a true adventure. But other days…moving deep into the Adirondacks was a bit more extreme than what she’d once envisioned, when “leaving the city” meant moving to a place like Pittsburgh, where she’d grown up. A smaller city, it was the best of all worlds: diverse, cultural, affordable. They could have a nice family home there, sprawling by Manhattan standards, and the children could have their Lola and Lolo. Her parents would have been so happy to have them so close. But, as a couple, they also embraced the philosophy of seizing the day. And exploring. And the possibility of making discoveries about yourself in unexpected places.

         “Carpe diem,” she murmured.

         Her moment of acceptance shattered, flash-frozen, and she caught her breath. There, on the side of the road. A pair of legs. A bloated body.

         The car drew closer and it was real enough—not an illusion—but the back half of a deer, not a human. She saw the rest as they passed, the front legs crossed in prayer, blood staining the snow around its skull. The road dissolved behind them, obliterated by the sideways sleet. It hadn’t felt like this before, when she knew they’d be returning to Walker, Julie, and the boys at the end of the day. The trees got denser and swallowed the light. There was no going back.

         Shaw whirled his attention from the road to her. “Did you just say ‘Carpe diem’?”

         Orla shifted her back to the hostile world just beyond the glass. His grin reminded her to resume breathing. There were flecks of bluish paint in his hair; it had become a common sight during the past year, when he finally understood the quivering arrow of his internal compass. He’d started with small canvases and acrylic paint, but over the months the canvases grew, and their apartment took on the aroma of linseed oil and turpentine when he switched to oils. He wasn’t the tidiest of painters and some part of his skin or clothing—or hair—provided a preview of his day’s work. Though what was in his hair now was surely from their daughter’s newly rehabbed bedroom.

         “Did I?” she asked. “I guess I did—that’s what we’re doing, isn’t it?”

         “Exactly. We’re carpe-dieming to the fullest!”

         She snorted; sometimes his enthusiasm was contagious. Hoping to catch a glint of a smile on her daughter’s face, she turned toward the back seat. Behind her, Eleanor Queen sat gazing out the window, eyes on the sky. Orla prayed she hadn’t seen the dead deer. She wanted the wilderness—which was still what she called the Adirondacks—to be good for her contemplative child. Eleanor Queen—just El or Eleanor to some, but never to her mother—hadn’t seemed stalwart enough, aggressive enough, to survive into adulthood in the city. At nine, she was still afraid of the dark, one of many fears that Orla and Shaw accepted in a resigned way; they couldn’t, as imaginative people themselves, promise-promise-promise that nothing frightening lurked in the dark. And they respected that their daughter had pragmatic fears: bustling stairs that descended into the subways, sirens that screamed of danger, sidewalks with their crush of hurrying pedestrians.

         Beside her daughter, four-year-old Tycho sat in his car seat bouncing a fuzzy, long-limbed moose on his knee. He sang under his breath with his own melody and lyrics: “Driving down the road…going to our home…driving in the car…going very far…”

         As much as she’d tried to fully embrace the move—for her children’s sake, and because Shaw wanted it so very badly—a fear shadowed her that her urban family wasn’t suited to the wilds of nowhere. It followed her as they rode in the car, a black specter with an inky, human shape that she could almost see at the edge of her vision.

         She turned back to Shaw, ready to request his reassurance (for the hundredth time) that they’d thought through every contingency and were truly ready for their new lives. But looking at him, she didn’t need to ask. So content and eager, his hands at ten and two, he drove their new-old four-wheel-drive SUV like it was what he’d been waiting for, and he was finally where he belonged. And maybe he was. She saw him with new clarity. The scraggly beard, the dirt under his nails, the way his bulky coat looked twenty years old in spite of being a recent purchase. The Adirondacks was his territory; Plattsburgh, where they’d spent the past three weeks with his brother, his hometown. When she’d Googled cities near Plattsburgh, she’d gotten a list of honest-to-God hamlets; the nearest actual city, by her standards—Montreal—wasn’t even in the same country. Maybe Shaw had never really been a city boy, but his creative impulses had driven him there.

         Had Orla’s divinity kept him there? Sometimes she saw herself through his eyes—his shimmering awe of her talent, her drive.

         Maybe, when they first became lovers, he’d thought a bit of her golden dust would rub off on him. He didn’t complain when it hadn’t and never suggested giving up on his own dreams. She respected him for that, and they stuck to their city lifestyle even when their friends moved onward, seeking a different life or more space in Brooklyn or Astoria. And then came Eleanor Queen. And Tycho. She’d made two post-maternity comebacks—rare for her profession—but the Empire City Contemporary Ballet wasn’t as elite or competitive as the city’s more renowned companies. And she had worked for it—to get in, to stay in, to come back—beyond even what her abilities and body might have predicted for her future. So they became the classic Manhattan family, squashed in a six-hundred-square-foot one-bedroom apartment, making it work against the odds.

         Shaw slipped a CD into the dashboard player. Acoustic music, surprisingly melancholy. He never asked anyone else what they’d like to listen to. Orla might have been the primary breadwinner, supporting her family with her formidable albeit not quite star-worthy talents, but it was Shaw who set their family’s beatnik tone. Orla’s father called him, privately, a dabbler. She didn’t think that was entirely fair, since Shaw took on most of what should have been shared household duties. But it was undeniable that Shaw’s true calling was hard to pin down. He’d played guitar at several Village open-mics. Read his poetry at others. He wrote a screenplay, and  took photographs, and whacked away at pieces of wood that never quite became the sculptures he envisioned. But that had changed during the past year when he’d settled on a medium and the daily discipline needed to pursue it.

         After becoming mesmerized by a particular exhibition while gallery-hopping in Chelsea (a favorite, free activity) and revisiting the exhibit numerous times, Shaw claimed an unfamiliar certainty: He knew what he needed to do. He channeled his energy into painting somewhat surreal versions of things he’d photographed. Cityscapes had attracted him at first, a blend of gritty realism with a touch of unexpected whimsy. Sophisticated and polished, they made his previous efforts look like doodles. But his real desire was to turn his eye on the natural world. Had it just been a matter of his needing more space—which he certainly did if he wanted to continue painting anything larger than the lid of a shoebox—Orla might not have been convinced to make such a rural move. But he needed nature now the way she’d once needed a metropolis with the heart of a diva.

         
              

         

         They’d visited the land for the first time six months ago; his brother, Walker, had alerted them to it soon after they started talking about what they might do and where they might do it. Neither of them had particularly liked it; the old wooden farmhouse was a mess and more cramped than Orla had desired. They hadn’t even bothered to show it to the kids then, not considering it a real contender, though they’d poked around the nearby, undeniably quaint town of Saranac Lake Village. The only thing Shaw had really sparked to was the tree: a giant evergreen fifty yards behind the nothing of a house, its massive trunk rocketing upward from the middle of the earth, surrounded by smaller trees, like attendants in waiting.

         While the real estate agent made phone calls in his car, Orla and Shaw had strolled back to the tree, Shaw attuned to its siren call, a glow on his face.

         “I saw a tree like this once, a bit north of here, when I was camping with my dad. Was just a kid, maybe nine—Bean’s age. I told my dad I could feel it. I felt something. Maybe it was the first time I realized, or thought about, how there were things in the natural world that outlived us, that saw history and maybe recorded time in their own way. My brother just teased me—par for the course back then. But my dad said something really weird—so weird that I always remembered it, and Walker shut up, no witty comebacks.”

         “What did he say?” Orla slipped her hand into his. Shaw’s father had died of pancreatic cancer years ago, and she often wished she’d gotten to know him better.

         “That sometimes when you’re out in the world—he meant the mountains, the forests; he’d always lived here—you recognize the other parts of your soul.” Shaw looked at her then, still pondering those words. “I had no idea what he meant, but after that, every time I went into the woods I was looking…for something.”

         “For parts of yourself.”

         “Maybe.”

         “Your dad taught you…to see how we’re part of something bigger. I like that.”

         “How we’re connected.” He’d held her face in his hands and kissed her. Orla got light-headed, giggly, like they’d gone back in time and were newly in love.

         Just as they’d reached for the tree, fascinated by the ancient bark, the real estate agent’s voice cut through the air. They hurried back.

         Orla thought that had been the end of it, an interesting possibility and a pleasant visit. But after they got home, Shaw began reporting a recurring dream: Orla and the kids living on that land. Blossoming. And visions of himself in the room off the living room, conjuring his masterpieces. They resumed talking about it. The surrounding trees had been so beautiful in the spring, a tapestry of bursting green, with that special tree off in the distance.

         “It’s like it’s our guardian,” Shaw had said. “I see it, towering, in my dreams.”

         And his work improved and evolved, incorporating more and more wild greenery even though they hadn’t yet left the city. As his process and his vision solidified, he became more convinced.

         “It’s calling to me. I think it’s my muse.” The ancient tree began to invade his work, peeking over the tops of buildings.

         Orla had never been called by nature, but she believed him. It was a new thrill—for both of them—to see him find himself by losing himself in the creation of his paintings. Orla liked how the land reminded Shaw of his father and the philosophical lessons of his youth. When they checked back in with the real estate agent three months later, the price had dropped. The house had been empty for a while; out-of-state relatives were anxious to sell. They put in a lowball offer, and when it was accepted, a trajectory was set in motion.
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         Are all the windows in now, Papa?” Eleanor Queen asked from the back seat, sounding as concerned as usual.

         “Double-paned. Keep the wind out.” Shaw grinned at his daughter in the rearview mirror. He’d become more animated in recent months—noticeable when they’d first committed to the move, but it had increased over the previous three weeks as he grew eager to settle into his new studio. Sometimes his enthusiasm manifested in him pacing or speaking too quickly or tapping his fingers or foot. Gradually her mellow husband was becoming more manic; Orla wasn’t sure she liked it.

         Though the kids hadn’t seen the house before they’d left the city, they’d monitored the renovations via day-trips while they all stayed at Walker’s. It had been fun bunking up with the other Bennett gang. Shaw had an effortless camaraderie with his brother, and his sister-in-law, Julie, was so nice. Orla (a Bennett by marriage, even if she’d kept her last name, Moreau) had enjoyed their buoyant conversations and domesticity. The boys, too, had been surprisingly accommodating. Twelve-year-old Derek hadn’t minded giving up his room for Shaw and Orla, and fourteen-year-old Jamie had welcomed all the younger kids into his. Eleanor Queen and Tycho giggled at night as they shared a single inflatable mattress, head to toe and toe to head. Even though the children were cousins, Orla had considered it remarkable that the boys had been so quick to entertain a nine-year-old and a four-year-old for days on end. Good kids. They’d shuttled back and forth in various configurations of adults and offspring to get the new-old house ready.

         Her daughter’s voice brought her back to the present. “And we won’t be cold?” Eleanor Queen asked, her voice full of worry.

         The road was wet and black. The trees bare and black. Streaks of icy snow shot in horizontal bullets past the windows.

         “Brand-new furnace,” Shaw said with a grin. “Thousands of dollars!”

         “That’ll keep everything cozy-warm,” Orla said, turning to soothe her daughter. “And we got the chimney cleaned for the wood-burning stove, so that’s all ready too. I can already see you snuggled up in front of it, reading a book.”

         Eleanor Queen started to smile. But then the pelting snow, a full-on blizzard now, caught her attention again and her little brow furrowed.

         Shaw was as proud of the damn furnace as another man might be of a fancy Italian motorcycle. “This is the heart of the house,” he’d said as they stood in the basement watching its installation. “The heart of our new home.”

         But for Orla, the cost of everything was becoming a concern. The house and property. The SUV. The furnace and windows. The new generator, in case the electricity went out—even their water, brought up by a pump linked to a deep well, depended on electricity. And the day-to-day things they needed to keep everything and everyone up and running, alive and healthy. They’d paid cash for as much as they could, but she kept a watchful eye on their reserves.

         The Chelsea co-op, which they’d owned for twenty-two years, had sold quickly and earned them a nice profit, and she’d offered to pay her father back for the down payment, as promised. He’d declined it. “Keep it to help with the kids’ education, in case I’m not around.”

         Everything about his words bothered her—that he didn’t foresee being alive when her kids were ready for college, and that he understood the more immediate problem: their savings simply weren’t going to last that long and they needed it for mortgage, food, utilities, car payments, incidentals.

         Maybe Shaw expected her to get a job if things got iffy. It was his turn to be creative, her turn to manage the household. He’d supplemented their income with various jobs over the years—waiter, bartender, tax preparer, temp. Maybe such options would have been available to her if they were living in Plattsburgh, about an hour northeast of their homestead. But their place in the woods—a forested piece of land with a view of no one and nothing man-made, up a dirt-and-gravel road on a gently sloping hill—was beyond any clearly defined boundaries. After living in walkable, public-transportation-friendly New York since she was seventeen, Orla was just now learning how to drive, but she wasn’t yet comfortable behind the wheel. Even in good weather, it was too far to walk anywhere. And in bad weather…

         She gazed out the window. The extended region had the dubious honor of having the coldest winter temperatures in the continental United States. Not to mention occasional snowfalls by the foot.

         Julie had sent them on their way with a big bag full of extra and outgrown winter gear—snow pants, boots, mittens, even a couple pair of snowshoes—and some tomatoes and green beans she’d canned over the summer. Was the summer season actually long enough to grow vegetables? Were those skills Orla would have to learn to help stretch their funds—growing, canning, preserving?

         She’d tried to fill her children with a sense of adventure, especially during the weeks when they’d been without a habitable home of their own. Tycho either didn’t notice or didn’t care that his life was in flux. As long as someone he knew was within his field of vision, he was happy. But it bothered Orla that Eleanor Queen still had such basic and essential concerns. She’d been to the house several times, had witnessed the progression of improvements. So why didn’t she think it was ready? Where did she think her parents were taking her?

         Eleanor Queen had watched the workers remove the old windows from the farmhouse. When the reflective glass of the big living-room window was gone, leaving a shockingly dark hole, the girl had clutched Orla’s hand. “Are we going to die?”

         “Of course not!” Orla had said with a laugh, giving her a squeeze. But for a second there had been only the squish of puffy jacket, and Orla’s blood throbbed with the panic that her daughter had abruptly evaporated. Then she felt Eleanor Queen’s little bones, and the sensation passed.

         “Are you excited to have your very own rooms?” Orla said now in a cheery voice, pushing the uncomfortable memory away. Shaw slowed down as visibility diminished.

         “Yay!” Tycho said, though he was probably the one who cared the least. Which was fortunate, considering his sliver of a room seemed to have been an afterthought, little more than a closet with a window, created by the addition of a wall that severed the largest of the upstairs bedrooms. But it was still more personal space than he—or any of them—had had. After Eleanor Queen was born, they turned the one bedroom into a nursery and bought themselves a new sleeper-sofa for the living room. A few years later came the bunk beds. The four of them were very accustomed to compact living.

         “And Papa has his very first studio, where he can create his masterpieces!” Orla said. She grinned as Tycho’s face lit up, always delighted for everyone. She was still smiling when she turned to Shaw. He looked funny when he was happy, the progression of half-moon lines around his eyes and his teeth on full display, angled this way and that, his upper teeth sitting directly on his lower ones. A crazy grimace. But she was glad for his happiness.

         “My own stu-di-o,” he sang, tapping a rhythm on the steering wheel in contra time to the music on the CD. “Where I’ll do my painting-o.” Tycho wasn’t the only one in the family who liked to croon little ditties.

         The studio, as it had been in his dream, was the spacious bedroom directly off the living room. For the first time in fifteen years, Shaw would have his own workspace, with a door. Orla was a bit envious, but reminded herself that if he was in the studio, she could go to their bedroom upstairs—and shut the door. It would be new for all of them: the many rooms, the many doors.

         Tycho’s eyes fluttered with sleep; the moose in his hand was splayed across his lap, already down for the count. Ever aware of her own body, she too felt a heaviness, a desire to hibernate. Yesterday’s Thanksgiving feast still trudged through her system. And her legs (still two, in spite of the lingering sensation of their having been severed, cleaved) ached and she longed to jump from the car, grab her heel, and extend her leg up to her ear.

         They’d always said Plattsburgh wasn’t so far from where they’d be and that they’d go there often for shopping and family visits. But as they drove down Route 3, the world seemed to elongate behind them, stretching beyond recognition, obliterating the landmarks that would guide them back. Orla struggled to accept that they were still in New York—State, not City—but how could it be so different? It had been easier to agree to this when it hadn’t seemed so utterly foreign. North of the city hadn’t sounded so bad, with the word city dangling on, unwilling to let go, and New York still their resident state. But the city was gone. Her life was gone. And the landscape—unrecognizable.

         She turned up the music, hoping to blot out the wind screaming beyond her window. You owe him this, it said. You promised. Shaw peeked at her, elated, and she let him assume the best, that she was as happy as he was. But even the dulcet tones of the strummed guitar wouldn’t let her off. Owe. In the vibrating strings. Her husband would never say it, but it existed in the silent space between them. My turn. We agreed. And even softer, beneath that, a voice she’d struggled to suppress. Your part is finished. The curtain had fallen and wouldn’t rise again. And she was afraid of the dark.
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         The snow had laid down a thick carpet by the time they snaked their way up the driveway. The kids were wide awake, faces pressed to the windows. They’d all been in the house before, of course, but none of them had spent a night there or seen it under such wintry conditions. Shaw turned off the music, and the fog they breathed, the recycled mishmash from all of their lungs, hummed with expectation.

         “So pretty!” Tycho said when the farmhouse came into view.

         Bless his heart. It must have been the snow, like frosting on the tree limbs with smears of white on the roof. Blue-gray paint, so old it looked mostly washed away, and the windows were trimmed in what might once have been a festive red, now rusty scabs. They’d need to have the exterior painted if they were to keep the wood protected, but next year; they’d already spent so much. It looked fragile to Orla, nothing like the massive steel buildings, the stone and brick and solid permanence of her past life. A gust of wind could blow it down. Two stories of decomposable wood, pitched roof, a porch made of matchsticks, and windows of watchful eyes and open mouths.

         “All right, everybody ready?” Shaw pulled into the detached, three-walled garage, its flimsy boards even more weathered than the house’s, its roof equally as steep to prevent it from accumulating too much snow. Along the outside of the near wall, a bank of firewood, half covered by a blue tarp, sat ready for use. And around the back wall, out of view, was their generator. They’d had the electrician reroute the critical circuits in such a way that if they lost power, the generator would automatically kick on and take over.

         The kids unbuckled and hopped out, their tongues ready to catch the snowflakes.

         “Wish we could’ve left some windows open,” Orla said. Painting the bedrooms had been the last of their home improvements before their furniture was delivered from storage, and she worried about the fumes. She worried about other things too, more nebulous and harder to express.

         Shaw grabbed luggage and groceries out of the back of the SUV. “It should be okay, been a few days.”

         Eleanor Queen and Tycho spun in circles, enjoying the snow. In a flash of memory, Orla saw herself and her brother, Otto. It happened at rare moments, a ghost image from her past—a flickering film that quickly dissolved—when she saw her children playing together. “Ready to come in and check out your finished rooms? We can get all your stuff unpacked.”

         Tycho, incapable of moving in a restrained fashion, ran toward the porch, arms flailing. The porch’s railing dipped slightly in the center where the ground beneath it had settled unevenly. Shaw, bags under each arm, opened the front door with his son hopping at his heels, both a-chatter with shared eagerness. The house swallowed their sounds as they entered.

         Abandoned by her playmate, Eleanor Queen lingered in the yard. She looked up at the sky. The woods. Her dark eyes alert and watchful.

         “Eleanor Queen?”

         Still the little girl assessed her surroundings, with more wariness than she’d shown on previous visits to the house. Orla felt a chill as she watched her. What was she concentrating on with such rapt attention? The girl squinted, cocked her head, like someone trying to make sense of a distant sound. To make sense of something that Orla couldn’t hear, or see.

         “Love? What’s wrong?”

         “What kind of tree did Papa say that was?” Her mittened hand pointed to the giant that reared up fifty yards behind their house. Its immense boughs frowned down on the munchkin trees that surrounded it. Maybe it was the slate sky, or the other trees without their leaves, but the great pine looked even older than it had in the spring, like an old person drained of color.

         Orla tried to recall what the real estate agent had said when he’d shown them the property. He’d boasted of the tree being over five hundred years old, she remembered that. “Eastern white pine, I think? We’ll ask Papa again. It’s so big because it’s five hundred years old.”

         Eleanor Queen continued to gaze at it with an intensity that Orla found disconcerting. She didn’t see admiration for the ancient tree on her daughter’s face, or curiosity. But something more troubling.

         Trepidation.

         “Well, come on, we can get your snow pants and gear if you want to play outside.” Orla really didn’t think that’s what her daughter wanted in that moment, but it’s what Orla had hoped for her when they’d talked about the North Country, that she would like the tranquillity, the slow pace of the wilderness. Eleanor Queen wouldn’t have to worry about getting run over by a taxi or crushed against a pole in a crowded subway car. Perhaps she just wasn’t used to how quiet it was, how different. How the wind, in a silent place, made everything speak.

         Eleanor Queen abruptly turned and charged toward the house.

         Orla didn’t want to think it was fear she saw on her daughter’s face. But she hesitated in the yard as Eleanor Queen scrambled inside. What had spooked her? Was something out there? She scanned the terrain at the back of their property. The air carried the cozy fragrance of wood smoke—had Shaw lit the stove already? Or was that a plume rising above the trees? Impossible; there were no homes, not even distant ones, visible behind them.

         Movement caught her eye and she refocused on the giant pine in time to see a cascade of snow drop from its ragged limbs. The wind had settled and she didn’t think it the source of the snow’s collapse. Could a tree shiver? Shake off the cold and wet like a dog? She heard a sound she couldn’t identify…a soft pfloof. Again, and again.

         Her mouth dropped open. Something was moving toward her, something quiet but immense. Her gut said, Run! The nerves in her spine jangled a warning, but she couldn’t turn away.

         One by one, the trees shook off their snow. That was the sound: inches of accumulation on hundreds of branches falling in a swoop onto the white, cushioned ground. But it wasn’t all of the trees; that’s what was wrong, that’s what chilled her blood and kept her agog. It was a path of trees, starting with the goliath and moving forward. Orla wanted to think, Chain reaction, but her mind flung aside such logic.

         It was coming.

         When the snow tumbled from the final tree at the edge of their back clearing, a great gust of wind swept toward her. Finally Orla came back to life and lunged for the porch. She stumbled inside and locked the door behind her.

         As she pressed her back against the door, confused by her narrow escape, her eyes met her daughter’s and her blood froze all over again. A cloud of snow battered against the windows. And then all was still once more. But Eleanor Queen huddled in the corner behind the cold stove, wide-eyed. Upstairs, Shaw and Tycho carried on as if all were normal, chatting, making the floorboards creak as they moved stuff around.

         Orla hadn’t meant to make it worse, but her daughter looked terrified. What had even happened? She’d never been in a forest after a blizzard. She felt silly now, a lame barricade between Mother Nature and common sense. She stepped away from the door, shrugging it off.

         “It was just the wind after the storm,” she said. “Like the way earthquakes have aftershocks.”

         “You kept it out.”

         “Of course—” But before she could say anything else, Eleanor Queen darted out from behind the squat black stove and raced up the stairs, calling for her papa.

         Orla had half a mind to do the same, run up and call for Shaw. Ask for a hug. She heard him, cooing away their daughter’s fright.

         “’Tsokay, Ele-Queen.” Tycho, mimicking his father.

         That made her smile. Overreacting wasn’t going to help. Orla listened at the front door; it was quiet. She cracked it open and peered out.

         Nothing moved. Crystals glittered on the snow. It was pretty, but she didn’t fully trust it. Walls felt more reliable, and more familiar. In her mind, home was the place within the boundary of the walls, not what lay beyond it. She left the door wide open, to facilitate a hasty retreat, and returned to the car to fetch the rest of their things.

      

   


   
      
         
            4

         

         It was a crappy bathroom by most people’s standards, nothing anyone would swoon over on House Hunters, but longtime New Yorkers had a different appreciation for space. They had friends who had to squeeze into a tiny corner shower, barely big enough to hold an adult, set beside a toilet where, still sitting, you could lean forward and wash your hands in the sink. Now they had space—a precious commodity—though the black-and-white vinyl floor would have to be ripped up someday. But it was serviceable for now. The white pedestal sink was charmingly old-fashioned, and the throne, as Shaw liked to call it, faced the frosted window. Orla had already put a little bookcase beneath the window and filled it with their folded towels and extra toilet paper, but maybe she needed to add an actual book or two. Perhaps the leisurely pace of their new life might involve more alone time in the therapeutic comfort of the bath.

         She slipped out of her sweatpants and thermal shirt, swept them into a pile with pointed toes, and stepped into the claw-foot tub. It was deeper than their old tub, and she inhaled the steam rising from the hot water. With her calves propped on the opposite rim, she gazed at her knees, her feet. They splayed out in opposite directions, a sign of her effortless turnout. There were hard knobs on the tops of her toes from decades of pointe work. Her black hair draped over the edge of the white porcelain, and she felt the warm air coming up from the vent stirring it. The furnace in the basement was doing its job, sending heat out through its veins.

         This was what she needed. After nearly three months of turmoil, of deconstructing the status quo, finally she could relax. Her limbs melted into the water, though her thoughts weren’t as easy to soothe.

         Her body, when it was moving, stretching, spinning, leaping, was a wonder that made her grateful. A machine of muscle and flesh. But lying back, naked, unmoving, all she saw were bones and the flat angles of her stomach. She looked more like a stick insect than a woman.

         Friends called her exotic, but Orla had never figured out why her strangeness was so appealing to people. She gave the impression of towering over her husband when in fact she was only an inch taller than Shaw. But everything about her was long, exaggerated. Even her facial features. A couple of her less politically correct friends enjoyed asking new acquaintances to guess her ethnicity. They’d say Greek, Persian, Italian, Israeli, Peruvian, Syrian. When they gave up, she told them she was just another Generican—a generic American. But that never satisfied their curiosity. So she’d tell them about her Venezuelan/Irish mother, and her Filipino/French/American father. Then they’d ask, “How many languages do you speak?” only to be disappointed by her answer. Being a Generican who spoke only English didn’t fit with people’s idea of who they thought she should be.

         She carried these dichotomies with her, the half-admirable/half-disappointing realities of her life. Not quite a woman of the world. Not quite a star in her field. Not quite beautiful in any traditional sense. Other women expressed envy for her slenderness, but Orla longed for a little flesh, some softness to her breasts. She’d never loved her body more than when she was pregnant, and when everyone marveled at how quickly she returned to her pre-pregnancy physique, Orla missed the roundness, the goddess she had briefly been.

         Shaw’s physical attraction to her had always been strong, but that was only one element of her intrigue; by example, she kept him motivated to keep forging ahead with his difficult, and sometimes elusive, creative goals. He’d enjoyed being a stay-at-home dad, but since he’d found oil painting—and his subject matter—his focus had realigned. At thirty-eight, he considered himself in his prime. He’d lived enough to have real experiences to draw on, and he’d explored everything; at last, his talents and interests were clear.

         She wasn’t accustomed to that feeling yet, that he had important work to do and hers was finished. Even if they’d stayed in a city, it might have been hard for her to figure out what to do next. But here? It was never that she didn’t want to encourage him, or take a step back to give him his moment to shine. But his plan meant embarking on an entirely new life. Some of her lumpy misgivings had been selfish; what would she do out there in the wilderness?

         Under the bathwater, her hands made fists around invisible stones, rubbing, rubbing. She’d caught herself doing it, worrying those invisible stones, many times over the preceding weeks. Every day she’d spent at Walker and Julie’s, the thought surfaced: We don’t belong here. Shaw might once have been Mr. Outdoorsy, but for going on two decades, his “survival” had required trendy coffee and a choice of Vietnamese restaurants. He liked gallery openings and the IFC Center. He experimented with his facial hair and wore garish colors with spectacular aplomb. Once upon a time he’d left Plattsburgh precisely because he was too weird for his flannel-and-jeans-wearing family. Walker, all grown up, didn’t tease him anymore and embraced his return to the North Country. But in the face of such isolation, Orla understood this new way of life was something they couldn’t play at. Shaw had accepted Walker’s gift of two of their father’s long guns—a thirty-ought-six rifle with a telescopic sight and a double-barreled shotgun—and planned to hunt. He swore he still remembered how to dress a deer, something he’d done his entire childhood, but Orla only knew him as a man with hands reddened by paint, not blood.

         There would be real-world consequences if they ran low on food—no running down to the corner bodega, no ordering in from whatever restaurant they craved. And what if one of the children got seriously hurt? How long would they have to wait, or drive, for help? They’d prepared well, but that didn’t quell the anxiety.

         It didn’t feel right.

         It didn’t feel right, and she couldn’t explain it to Shaw, this hunch. (This woman’s intuition?) He would say she just wasn’t used to it. And he would be right. He would remind her of her early days in New York City, a teenager taking classes, auditioning, overwhelmed on a daily basis. But she’d found her place, made her home. That’s what he expected of her here and she didn’t want to let him down, so she kept the unnamable misgivings to herself.

         She lurched to her feet, letting the cooling bathwater cascade down her body. She’d committed to Shaw and her family. Her children needed her strength—her flexibility—and she needed to demonstrate the fine art of being adaptable. With more resolve than she’d felt all day, Orla grabbed a towel and quickly dried off.

         
              

         

         Her sleep sweats were comfy and warm. The pants left her ankles exposed, but the sleeves hung over her hands, the result of her constantly pulling the fabric over them and balling it into her fists. The design on the front commemorated the Empire City Contemporary Ballet’s thirty-fifth anniversary, the letters crumbled and faded, worn from age and washing. When she emerged from the bedroom, Shaw was quietly closing Eleanor Queen’s door, having just said his good-nights.

         “I’ll be in my studio,” he whispered and threw Orla a kiss. “Roomy!” He opened his arms, gleeful, and the word echoed in the stairwell as he went down.

         She headed to Tycho’s room, to the right of hers and Shaw’s and farthest from the stairs. The mothball scent from its most recent life as a closet lingered, but the bunk bed just fit, leaving two feet of walk space beside it and enough room to open the door. Orla went in cautiously, and, sure enough, he lay snuggled on the bottom bunk, fast asleep, his stuffed moose clutched in his hand.

         She stood by the window for a moment looking out toward the garage and beyond, taking in the eerie glow of the moon curtained by clouds, and the slow descent of fat flakes of snow. Though Shaw and the real estate agent had told her which direction each side of the house faced, she couldn’t remember. She hadn’t shaken old habits—to her, “north” meant Harlem, the Bronx; “south” meant Tribeca, Battery Park. Maybe the sun would steal into Tycho’s room in the morning, pry open his eyes with molten fingers. Maybe it wouldn’t bother him; he possessed the young child’s gift of sleeping deeply in odd positions and strange circumstances. Still, they needed to get blinds or curtains for all the windows. She was planning on doing a lot of online shopping come Monday afternoon, after their satellite internet and phone were installed. It would be a relief to be reconnected to civilization, with constant access to the outside world and streaming entertainment.

         The internet phone was really just a backup, another safety precaution, as the satellite should provide a more reliable connection than the spotty service they got with their cell phones. Once they were online again, Eleanor Queen could get back to “school”—they were online-homeschooling her for the full year while they explored their options in Saranac Lake Village. Changing schools would be hard enough for her without her jumping in somewhere midyear. They’d decided to ease their sensitive daughter through the changes as softly as they could.

         Orla suppressed a laugh when she turned around and saw that her son had “helped” unpack by tossing every single one of his stuffed animals and miscellaneous toys onto the top bunk, where his sister used to sleep. In the coming days she’d dig out his colorful milk crates and help him get organized. Or…his toys were off the floor, and there was barely room to store his clothes. If Tycho liked it that way, maybe she’d let him leave his mound as it was. She knelt beside him and kissed his cheek, tucked the striped comforter over his exposed arm so he wouldn’t get cold. The house was warm, but they’d lower the thermostat for the night. “Good night, sweet boy.”

         She left his door cracked so the hallway light could guide him to the bathroom if he woke in the night. Though likely he’d call for one of them; he was easily frightened upon awakening in an unfamiliar place. Orla passed the master bedroom—big enough for a queen-size bed and their dresser—and the bathroom and rapped softly on Eleanor Queen’s door before opening it.

         The window in her daughter’s room faced the other side of the property and gave her a view of a narrow strip of yard and a wall of trees. Her new bed, dressed up with all her new flowery bedding, was set up in the corner. Beside it was a little white table onto which she’d clipped her lamp with its rainbow-y holograms dotted around the pink and purple shade. It had been clipped to her headboard when she’d slept on the bunk above Tycho.

         Eleanor Queen sat with her pillow at her back rereading one of her favorite books. At her cousins’, she’d read from their shelves, adventure and science books meant for slightly older readers. Orla’s left fist gripped her worry stone, muscles clenching around nothing but her own anxiety. How would they fare without a neighborhood library? Eleanor Queen was an avid reader, but it didn’t bode well that she still preferred her old books to the e-reader her grandparents had gotten her for her birthday. She, Shaw, and Eleanor Queen had spent hours loading books onto it so she wouldn’t run out of reading material before they got fully situated.

         Orla sat on the bed beside her. “You don’t like your e-reader?”

         The girl shrugged. “That’s for when I run out of paper books. Don’t worry—”

         “I’m not worried.”

         “Yes you are.” As Eleanor Queen reached out and took her mother’s fist, Orla realized what she’d been doing and relaxed her hand. “There’s nothing like being in bed with a big book on your lap.”

         Orla laughed. “Spoken like a fifty-year-old librarian.” She kissed her daughter’s forehead and swept the hair away from her face. Her daughter looked like her, the same coloring, though her limbs and features weren’t as exaggerated. Tycho, with his unruly hair and wan complexion, looked like Shaw. They talked about it in private moments, how they each had a child who favored them. The physical resemblances felt important, like a reminder that the children might have inherited other qualities of theirs too. Part of their parenting strategy was to remember how they’d felt as children, what they’d wanted, how they’d wished to be treated.

         “Lots of big changes,” Orla said. “Does it feel weird not to climb a ladder to get into bed?”

         Eleanor Queen grinned with her lips tight over her bulging front teeth. “I like the walls.”

         “The color?”

         She nodded, as if embarrassed by being so pleased. They’d painted all four walls a bright turquoise. In the room she’d shared with Tycho, they’d had to compromise: two pale green walls for him; two lilac-colored walls for her. But she didn’t like purple as much anymore.

         “Are you getting used to being away from the city?”

         Eleanor Queen shrugged. “Some of it’s nice. But it feels weird.”

         “Weird how?” Weird-bad? Weird-scary?

         “Weird like there’s nowhere to go.”

         Orla laughed. “Yes, my love, you and I both are going to need some time to adjust to that. But we will. And we’ll find magical things—nature is full of wonders; that’s what Papa says. I don’t know about you, but I’m looking forward to finding amazing things.”

         “Me too. But maybe they won’t really be magical—like, not real magic. They’ll be real things. Different things than what’s in the city.”

         “Yes, I think you’re absolutely right.” She rubbed her nose against her daughter’s, making Eleanor Queen giggle. “My wise girl. I love you.”

         “I love you too.”

         “Good night.”

         “G’ night.”

         Orla started to close the door, then stopped. “Want me to leave it cracked?”

         “No, that’s okay…” The girl’s voice wavered with uncertainty, though Orla saw her determination to overcome her fear.

         “I’m sorry your night-light wasn’t in the box, but we’ll find it. Why don’t I just leave it cracked for tonight?”

         “Okay.” Eleanor Queen grinned with relief and dug her nose back into her book.

         Orla blew her a kiss, and left the door ajar on her way out. She didn’t have to tell Eleanor Queen when to shut off her light; her daughter would do it when she was tired, and Orla trusted her judgment. Her daughter seemed content enough, the missing night-light notwithstanding, but Orla couldn’t so easily shake off what she’d seen earlier in her face, before Orla got spooked by the wind. What lurked in a forest? Ravenous animals? Escaped convicts? They had no immediate neighbors, so in theory, no one should be close enough to see them, spy on them. But her city self (her biased-by-stupid-movies self) thought some number of people who chose to live in the boonies were bordering on mutants. Inbreeding cannibals and the like.

         Little fingernails tickled her spine as she freaked herself out with her thoughts; she wished she’d already bought coverings for the windows. What if something—someone—was out there right now? Watching her move from room to room?

         She started down the spiraling wooden steps but stopped after three and paused on the triangular landing. The window there looked out toward the back of the property, but the lower view was blocked by the first-floor kitchen’s gently slanted roof—an extension that had been added in the 1960s. The snow had stopped falling for now, and the moon, free of clouds, lit up the white ground and highlighted the trees’ talons as branches swayed in a silent wind. And the giant was out there—the solitary eastern white pine (Shaw had confirmed it)—its height almost freakish. What if it had grown so big by gobbling up smaller trees? Hadn’t she once read Tycho such a story? What if it changed form under the cloak of darkness and tiptoed around the land at night, crushing rabbits and mice under its feet?

         An owl called and her body responded, muscles tightening with bitterness; she didn’t understand these creatures. Honking cars made sense. Neighbors screaming in Chinese made sense. She’d never thought she’d miss such mundane, once annoying sounds.

         She’d been surprised when Shaw so readily accepted the guns from Walker. But after a short argument, whispered in Julie’s tidy mudroom, they’d agreed Shaw would purchase a gun locker. It was terrifying to think of the children having access to such deadly weapons. But maybe he’d understood something she hadn’t: the need for them.

         As she hurried down the rest of the stairs, she called out to him, “Babe? Do you know where the guns are?”
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         Orla glanced around the living room, with its recently painted gray walls and white trim, on her way to Shaw’s studio. They’d thought the paint would mask or absorb the aroma of wood smoke. They hadn’t used the wood-burning stove yet—squat and animalistic, its territory a corner of the room upon a bed of bricks. But the decades of its use lingered in the hardwood floors, the ceilings. Their sleeper-sofa and ugly-but-comfy plaid chair, end tables, lamps, and bookcase were in place, along with the currently lifeless smart TV. But a large percentage of their unopened boxes were stacked against the interior wall, filled with books, framed pictures, knickknacks, random clothing, and most of the kitchen stuff. Her eyes appraised it all, seeking among the boxes one long enough to hold the guns.

         Shaw’s door was wide open and she found him at the front-facing window, gazing outward. Though Eleanor Queen might physically resemble her mother, in other ways—her sensitivity—she was very much her father’s daughter. The look on Shaw’s face was like Eleanor Queen’s that afternoon, trying to decode their new surroundings.

         “Did you hear me?” she asked softly, hesitant to startle him from his trance.

         “Yes, no…” He blinked and turned to her.

         “The guns.” Orla couldn’t quite decide if she was being paranoid. But a practical part of her knew the search had a valid purpose. “We don’t have the locker yet.”

         “No, no, don’t worry. They’re in here.” Shaw nodded toward the studio closet and reached out to take her hand. “I figured the kids wouldn’t be in here anyway, so they’re up on the shelf for now. I can get one in Plattsburgh in a few days, or order one next week.”

         Orla nodded, not relieved. She couldn’t really imagine either of her children dragging over a step stool to root around for a weapon in their father’s personal space. But how many families had made similar assumptions and been proved wrong? Another part of her didn’t want the guns hidden at all but stashed on hooks above the front door—wasn’t that how they did it in Westerns? So the hero could grab one when the bad guys rode up?

         “Hey, what’s wrong?” Shaw placed a hand on one of her cheeks and kissed the other, his body pressed like a shadow against hers.

         “I don’t feel…completely safe,” she admitted.

         “What do you think’s gonna happen?” He asked the question with gentle concern.

         She shrugged. “Bears?”

         They stepped back, arms around each other’s waist, and stood facing his studio. Orla’s eyes wandered around, taking in the progress of his unpacking. Maybe it was all the extra space, but the new place was already having one positive effect on him: everything was so tidy and well organized. His guitars, an acoustic and a hollow-body electric, sentenced to a life of confinement in their apartment, now stood on display in one corner beside his small amp. He’d set his easel next to the front-facing window and a blank canvas stood at the ready. His paintings were leaning behind the door, their images toward the wall. His petite, once-cluttered desk sat by the smaller window, and set atop it were his laptop and a half-empty box marked PAINTING STUFF. On the floor, still sealed, was a box labeled PHOTOS ’N’ STUFF and two liquor boxes that she knew held his CDs.

         Back in their old apartment, his “stuff” had been crammed into every available space in the living room, which, true to its name, was where they’d done all their living—eating, watching, reading, creating, playing, sleeping. Here, his things didn’t need to be stashed on top of bookcases or stacked in a corner like a Jenga game. Orla gasped, seeing something for the first time: No wonder he’d struggled to stick with things; their home had been the opposite of inspiring. It had been a mess.

         “This is great,” she said. A tiny bit jealous, she wanted to put a portable barre on her online-shopping list. Maybe they could set it up in the living room and she’d have a place to do pliés, ronds de jambe, développés. While he developed his craft, she didn’t want to lose her finely tuned body. “I can see it. The light will be great during the day…this is the room—the space—you’ve needed.”

         “It is.” He grinned, then grew serious again as he looked at her. “Are you really worried about bears?”

         “Maybe. I saw that list. On Julie and Walker’s fridge. All the animals and their hunting seasons. Bears. Bobcats. Coyotes.”

         “Well, I’ve got my license; I can shoot them if they get too close. And there are lots of harmless animals too. Deer. Geese. Frogs.” He gave her a little squeeze. A grin. Another peck on the cheek. But his efforts to relieve her worries didn’t work. Orla’s gaze remained fixed on the front window, on the dark mysteries lurking beyond the thin membrane. What had he sensed out there? The same thing their daughter had? “You’re really worried,” he said.

         He stepped into her line of sight, and she returned to the present, the room.

         “I just don’t…this is all foreign to me. Am I going to walk out the door and find a bear in the yard? Are people going to be hunting on our property? Is it safe for the kids to play outside?”

         “Whoa, whoa, hold up. This is the place where it’s safe. This is where no one gets mugged. Pedestrians don’t get run over by asshole drivers. Construction cranes don’t fall over and crush people; buildings don’t collapse. And Homeland Security isn’t crawling everywhere with armed guards. I know you’re not used to it, but this—this isn’t what’s frightening about the world. Okay?” He was so lovingly sincere.

         “I know. I mean, a part of me knows.” She wrapped her arms around his neck.

         He swayed with her, the two of them moving from foot to foot as they often did when they embraced.

         “It’s a big change,” he said, his lips tingling against her ear. “But I wouldn’t have suggested this if I didn’t think you, the kids, would thrive here. Bean might come out of her shell a little. And Tycho—I loved having this as my backyard when I was growing up. And you.” He pulled away a little to look her in the eye. “It wasn’t just a selfish suggestion on my part—”

         “I didn’t think that.”

         “Not even a teeny-tiny—”

         “Okay, well, there were moments, but not in a bad way, truly—”

         “I know.” His smile reminded her that sometimes he could read her mind. “I was hoping…I thought it might be hard for you to be in the city, which has always been about ballet—why you went there, why you stayed. I thought it might be harder to be retired and still there. Everything would be a reminder. I didn’t want you to feel…a loss. This is a completely new chapter. You can be a new person; no one’s going to ask you every time they see you if you miss it.”

         She hugged him tight. He’d always had the capacity to astonish her. “Thank you. I guess, with the flurry of preparations, I haven’t really figured out what I’m going to do. Next.” She leaned back a little, fingered his paint-streaked hair. “I mean, be with the kids more. Help Eleanor Queen with her schooling this year. Maybe, if you strike it big, I can be your personal assistant.”

         “I like that!” His fiddly hands tapped a rhythm on her hips as he bellowed an impromptu aria: “My canvases you’ll stretch, and my brushes you will fetch—”

         “I was thinking more of scheduling your interviews and answering your fan mail.”

         “Now you’re talking.” He gave her a loud smack of a kiss on the lips.

         Orla released him, watching as he went to his desk, scooped more tubes of paint from the box, seemingly without a worry in the world.

         “But just in case,” she said, downplaying how important it felt, “could you teach me how to shoot?”

         
              

         

         Up early the next morning, bothered by the downstairs mess, Orla stacked glassware and mugs in an upper cabinet, enjoying the challenge of making little or no noise. She smiled as she put away her favorite mug. Covered with crooked hearts, Eleanor Queen had painted it as a six-year-old for a Mother’s Day gift. It was extra-special for the memories it evoked: Shaw arranging furtive trips to the Paint-a-Pottery shop in the days when he took baby Tycho everywhere in a kangaroo carrier. Some of her “memories” were things described to her by Shaw, moments she’d missed when the children were little. Now she wouldn’t miss any more of those moments.

         The kitchen, though fully functional and with lots of counter space, had no appliances younger than thirty years old. But the linoleum floor had recently been replaced with tile, and the rustic cabinets were hickory with antique door pulls that she rather liked. The real estate agent had told her the original kitchen had been half the size and with a much lower ceiling, as if the fact that it had been worse fifty years ago made its current state a selling point. Once they got a proper table and matching chairs, it would be a homey place to prepare and eat their meals. Though first they needed to get something to stop the draft that was leaking in under the back door. The cold air swirled around her ankles, made her feel like something mischievous was grinning as it tickled her.

         Upstairs, a door squeaked open, the sound followed by a shriek. “Papa! Mama! We got ten feet of snow!”

         Orla chuckled. Another door squealed on its hinges—probably Tycho expecting to find her in bed beside Shaw. She imagined Shaw with the pillow folded over his ear, his preferred position for sleeping.

         “Ten feet, Papa! Ten feet!”

         She heard a rumbly, deep voice but couldn’t decipher Shaw’s reply. A moment later, Tycho came galloping down the stairs. “Mama!”

         “In here, love.”

         He raced into the kitchen. “We got ten feet of snow!”

         Orla scooped her little boy into her arms. She carried him on her hip and went to look out the living room’s front window, where she could get a better sense of the accumulation. Snow covered the first two of the four steps leading up to the porch.

         “I think maybe…ten inches? Twelve? Maybe a little deeper where it drifted?” she said.

         Shaw lurched down the stairs in sleepy thuds, pulling on his raggedy tartan bathrobe. “Please, tell me we didn’t get ten feet—that wasn’t in the forecast.”

         “Inches, not feet,” Orla assured him.

         Eleanor Queen came down next, nimble as a sprite. She sprang on her toes toward the window, rested her fingertips on the glass.

         “Wow,” she whispered.

         “Beautiful, huh?” Shaw asked, untangling the sleep nests from his daughter’s hair.

         The previous day’s clouds of doom, depleted of their heavy burden, had dissipated. Orla couldn’t explain it, but the house felt more solid in the sunshine with a blue sky above. The snow, now that it wasn’t whipping through the air, looked less menacing. It struck her that the place was welcoming them, laying out its blanket of white wonder, enfolding them in its charm.

         “What do you say I make us a nice hearty breakfast,” she said, “then we go play in the snow!”

         Both of the children cheered. Shaw gave his toothy grin.

         The children had played in snow before, of course, in the trampled communal spaces of the city’s parks. But never in their own yard. They’d never been able to build something that would last unmolested until they went to play again.

         “We can make a snowman,” Tycho said.

         “A snow woman,” said Eleanor Queen.

         “A snow dragon!” Shaw roared. Tycho hopped down from Orla’s arms so he could join his sister as their father chased them around the room, roaring.

         Orla caught that flicker again of a moment from the past. The family home. Her father making her little brother laugh. Though none of them ever chased delicate Otto, lest he stumble and break.
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