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One

It was a warm bright morning at the end of July when Grace Tynan consulted her map of County Meath. Its shape reminded her of France, and she involuntarily thought of vineyards now, and little street cafés full of locals. And baguettes, brown and warm from the oven. And crepes, perhaps with clotted cream and a little sugar . . . oh, she wished she’d made time for breakfast this morning.

‘Anyhow!’ she said. She talked to herself quite a bit in the car. Some days they were the only decent conversations she had.

There was a packet of cheesy crisps in the glove compartment and she opened them now. It was a free sample that Ewan had brought home. Free samples were one of the perks of his job. If you could call it a perk - they still had a whole case of Mega Curry Beans to finish up.

Thank God - here came an elderly man on a bike. She rolled down her window and beeped her horn enthusiastically. ‘Hello there!’

He hadn’t expected this, and his bike wobbled dangerously.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s just that I’m lost - would you be able to point me in the direction of Hackettstown? ’

He looked at her rather peculiarly, she thought. Perhaps it was a mistake to have flagged down a strange man on a deserted country road. Especially in a flash car with her leather handbag lying on the front seat. She might as well beg to be car-jacked! Really, this was the very last time she would swap with Lisa - if she really was getting a wisdom tooth out, the fifth now by Grace’s calculations.

But the man just said, ‘If you’re sure you want to go there, drive on about two miles, take a left at the crossroads and then the next right.’ He added heavily, ‘Good luck,’ before wobbling on.

‘Thank you!’ She quickly scribbled down what he’d said on the back of an envelope. She had learned over the years never to trust her own memory when it came to directions. It was already burdened enough with the school-run rota, essential items she must buy in the supermarket and nine different pin numbers. Oh, and the damned passports! She must ring Ewan as soon as she could, because he wouldn’t remember them either. Head like a sieve, Ewan. It hadn’t always been that way. His memory seemed to have got worse over the years as hers had improved, a development that hadn’t escaped her in its convenience.


Hackettstown. Twinned with Wart-Hausen. Grace slowly drove past the road sign and up a narrow mean main street, which boasted outlets such as Go West Fashions and Brenda’s Unisex Salon (20% off dry-cuts on a Monday). But there was a brightly lit  Spar farther up, and quite a pretty little square with some roses in it - mind you, a group of the town’s teenagers seemed to be tearing the heads off them, and threatening each other with what looked to be penknives. They turned dull envious eyes on her silver BMW as it went past.

‘Hello there!’ She waved a bit nervously at them and drove on.

Bridge Road was out in the suburbs. The driveway of Number 17 was empty and the house looked deserted. Grace parked acceptably and turned off the ignition. The radio, set on some station the boys favoured, was cut off mid boom-boom. She had only been listening to it at all because one of the other mothers had told her at the school gates that the whole class was tuning in to explicit songs about sex and drugs. But after weeks of monitoring, Grace had yet to make out a single word in any of the songs. Except perhaps ‘yours was yum’, once, but she was too embarrassed to report this to the others. Also she wasn’t quite sure what it meant. Well, she had her  suspicions. Then she found that she couldn’t get it out of her head: yours was yum, yours was yum! And she a married woman, a mother, and therefore not expected to think about sex. (Why then did she find herself wanting to rush out and buy the entire album?)

Ten to nine. Good. She was early. She closed her eyes and lay back in her seat.

The car was a good place to think - or not to think. Grace could spend the whole day in the car, dreaming, and indeed once had.

Mind you, that had been open to a slight misinterpretation.

‘Oh my God, Harry, she’s after killing herself!’

‘Quick - can you see the hosepipe? There must be a hosepipe from the exhaust!’

‘Still, would you blame her? Would you blame  anyone?’

‘Shut up! We need to pull out the hosepipe!’

She’d opened her eyes to find Hilda and Harry Brennan from next door pressed against the windscreen, handkerchiefs clamped over their mouths. At least they’d cared enough to investigate. The boys would have come eventually, she was sure. Hunger would have brought them if nothing else. Would Ewan? Probably. It would depend on how engrossed he was. Well, he did work from home. He couldn’t always come running every time a member of the family decided to disappear for ten minutes, as he had said mildly at the time. He had a point, of course - but at the same time, how long would she have to be gone before he’d come running? Three days? A week, perhaps? She was being most unfair now, he felt - he would certainly notice if she disappeared for a week. At that juncture the Brennans had made their excuses and left.

Grace had continued to enjoy stolen moments in her car. It wasn’t that she was anti-social or unfriendly, but honestly, didn’t you get heartily sick of people sometimes?

‘Hello there, Grace! Found the place okay?’

A red-faced man of around forty propelled himself out the front door of number seventeen and towards  her car. He had a tape measure in his hand, extending out to about ten inches, and he waved it at her excitedly. ‘I’ve got something to show you.’

Grace got out of the car, doing a swift trawl through her short-term memory banks - Fergus? No, Fergus was yesterday. This one must be Frank. After ten years, clients were beginning to look the same she was ashamed to admit.

‘Frank - nice to meet you again.’ He’d been in the office last week.

But he ignored her outstretched hand now and brandished the measuring tape with a loud snap. ‘That fellow from your office measured up the place wrong,’ he announced. ‘The bathroom is nearly a whole foot wider than what you’ve put down on the brochure.’

‘Is it?’

‘Eleven and a quarter inches, to be exact. Look!’

‘I’m sorry about that. I don’t think it’ll make much difference, though.’

She was taking this altogether too calmly for his liking, she could see.

‘Some people,’ he said, ‘bathrooms are their thing. Sandy spends about four hours on average in the bathroom every day. That’s why she never picks up the phone if you ring - she can’t hear it, you see, what with taps running and water gurgling and the ballcock hissing.’ He must have seen Grace’s startled expression, because he added, ‘She’s a Pisces, she loves all that.’

‘And Sandy is . . .?’

‘My fiancée.’

‘Oh! I didn’t know you were engaged.’

‘There’s no need to look so surprised,’ he said.

‘I wasn’t—’

‘You think nobody would want to marry me? You think I’m not relationship material or something?’

‘Not at all,’ Grace said, trying desperately not to look at the small pimple on the end of his nose. The more she tried not to look, the more she looked, until all she could see was one enormous pimple. Dear God, had it started to throb?

‘Anyhow!’ she said, whirling around to look at the house. ‘You have a very nice place here, Frank.’

More lies. It was a horrible low brown bungalow with nasty net curtains and fake oil lamps over the front door. A small notice had been propped in the glass panel: No Jehovah’s Witnesses Please.

She retrieved her clipboard from the car and consulted it efficiently. ‘I have three couples booked in to view your house this morning. Now, the first pair is due in about ten minutes, so you should really . . .’

He just stood there.

‘You might have a little shopping to do . . .?’

He still stood there.

She said gently, ‘Or you could just drive around if you don’t have anywhere to go.’

His chin jutted up. ‘Of course I have somewhere to go! I have any number of places I can go. In fact, I’ve been invited over by a very good friend of mine - Mrs Carr. That’s her house across the road.’

Grace looked over. The house was like something from a fairytale - all turrets, and bits added over the years, higgledy-piggledy. An ancient sign hung over  the pink door saying Lodging House.

Grace thought it was a shame she wasn’t trying to sell it, rather than Frank’s brown bungalow. They didn’t sell houses outside Dublin as a rule. They had only agreed to take on Frank’s house at all because he was related to one of the partners’ wives - an accident of marriage, she had been at pains to point out.

Frank was looking across the road in discontent. ‘Look at that grass verge out the front!’

Grace did. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘Nothing! That’s the whole point! Because I had to take out my own lawnmower this morning and mow it. She couldn’t be bothered. She never can. But I didn’t want people arriving here to view my house thinking that this was some kind of lower class neighbourhood, some shabby do-what-you-like kind of place to live.’

‘Well, people do tend to notice their surroundings,’ Grace offered, patting his arm. Over the years, she had come to realise that her job wasn’t just about selling houses. Depending on the situation, she was often required to provide moral support, relationship counselling, intervention in community disputes, and sometimes just to jolly people along. Lay people didn’t realise how multi-layered a career in property was! They thought, rather harshly, that it was all about location and greed and pitting cash-strapped purchasers against each other like it was some kind of blood sport.

‘Still, we mustn’t lose sight of the bottom line, Grace,’ as a young male manager from Head Office  had explained to her at a ‘training meeting’ last month. ‘Sales, sales, sales!’

Apparently, she was taking too much time with clients. Gathering unnecessary detail about a property, such as the fact that Paul McCartney’s second cousin had once owned it. Or encouraging clients to stay in touch once their properties had been sold, that kind of thing.

‘All that might have been fine when you started as a trainee a decade ago, Grace.’ He made it sound like a century. ‘But with competition what it is, we just can’t expect to deliver the same kind of personal service we used to.’

She had looked across at him and, with all the weight of her experience and the maturity of her thirty-four years, had slowly explained to him that these were people’s homes they were talking about: places where they had laughed and cried and fought and lived and, in a couple of cases, died (although, she assured him, that this was not something she generally pointed out). Moving house was for some people like ripping a heart from its chest! Surely he could see that it was part of their job to support their clients as well as take their money?

‘Absolutely,’ he had said, smiling and nodding, before informing her that they would be setting time limits on call-out visits to assess or show clients’ homes.

In pure defiance now, Grace gave Frank an encouraging smile. ‘Go on.’

‘Well, in the end she said I could mow the verge but I wasn’t to touch the garden gnomes.’

Grace saw the gnomes now. There were three of them, all grinning widely, their hands wrapped firmly around fishing-rods. Someone had broken off the rods halfway down. The result was unseemly.

‘Vandals,’ Frank said, his complexion turning a darker hue.

‘There’s no point in falling out over a garden gnome, is there?’ she said soothingly, trying to usher him towards the gate.

‘It wasn’t the gnomes we fell out over. It was the rosebushes.’

‘Pardon?’ she said.

‘I just gave them a little trim. Well, more than a trim. But honestly, people like her, they let down the whole tone of the place. And I ended up telling her that too. Been wanting to for eleven years!’ he finished up stoutly.

Grace had heard of plenty of people who had feuded with the neighbours soon after moving in, but never upon moving out. And after eleven years too! It was a tragedy. Mrs Carr seemed such an interesting person as well; apart from the gnomes, she had two wooden deckchairs parked on the uneven front lawn, and a rickety plastic table, as though she might decide at any moment to flop down with a bottle of wine and say to hell with the world.

‘Frank,’ she said, with the calmness and authority born of years of family mediation, ‘why don’t you go over to her and just apologise?’

‘She says that she’ll never open her door to me again.’

‘She would if you bring her a replacement rosebush. ’

‘She says she’s got her husband’s shotgun.’

‘I’d imagine she was pulling your leg.’

‘She showed it to me.’

Grace looked over at the house. ‘Are you sure?’

‘What, you think I dreamed it all up or something? You think I’m hallucinating?’

‘No, I just meant that it might have been a toy or something. My sons have water guns and they look very real—’

‘She says she’s so mad at me over the rosebushes that she’s going to come out and stand on her front lawn and wave the shotgun around when people come to view the house. She says she might even fire a round or two into the sky if the mood takes her. She says that nobody will buy my house when they see they’ll have a raving lunatic right opposite.’ He paused for breath. ‘I wasn’t going to tell you, but I suppose you should know.’

‘Thank you,’ Grace said, faintly.

‘So,’ he said, ‘what do you think we should do?’

The first thing that came into her head was that she did not have time for this. She was booked on a three o’clock flight from Dublin airport to Heathrow, and from there she was flying to Orlando. She was going to Disneyland today - hurrah! Well, tomorrow at any rate. The first night they were staying in a motel somewhere on the outskirts of Florida. She had never stayed in a motel before. The very word conjured up seediness and sex and debauchery, and she found herself strangely excited by it. Perhaps that’s what happened when you went to the Isle of Man three summers in a row. Or listened to too  many obscene lyrics on the radio.

‘Let’s call the police,’ she declared. This was their area, surely.

Frank’s eyes popped behind his thick glasses. ‘We’re going to have people arriving to view the house at any minute! We can’t have police cars parked outside!’

‘Maybe we could ask for an unmarked one or something?’ Grace wondered aloud, reaching for her mobile phone. Should she dial 999 or just ring the local Garda station directly? But she didn’t know the number of the local Garda station and so she’d have all the rigmarole of ringing directory enquiries. If she rang 999 it seemed to be making such a big deal of it. Then again, a gun was a big deal in this country. She would dial 999.

‘Look, I know her,’ Frank pleaded. ‘She likes to huff and puff. It’s not as though she’d actually go through with it.’

‘We can’t just ignore it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because she might shoot one of the potential purchasers!’ Not to mention her. But Grace was professional above all else.

‘Not if we get them to park as near to the house as possible,’ Frank said. ‘Then kind of encourage them to run to the front door keeping their heads low. Once they’re inside, they’re safe, and you can show them the house. Then we get them back out to their cars the same way, and tell them to drive off fast.’

‘Maybe we could get a booking deposit off them as well before they’re shot dead?’ Grace enquired coolly.

‘Oh, come on! The woman’s a nutter! How many nutters have you come across in your profession?’ He stared at her rather psychotically. ‘If you were to pander to them all, you’d never sell a property! Nobody would ever move house!’

Grace’s hand wavered on her phone. It was tempting . . . and, really, he was probably right about Mrs Carr saying that just to frighten him.

‘Why don’t you just ring your office? They’ll know what to do,’ Frank suggested.

Grace felt rather patronised. ‘We don’t actually have a set of guidelines lying around on what to do in the event of threatened shootings, Frank.’

Anyhow, it was after eight thirty; right now all senior staff would be in the meeting that was held on the last Friday of every month to assess performance and set targets. The rest of the crew would be on the road, like herself. Some of them had been showing houses since seven this morning (to facilitate people on their way to work) and would still be showing them at seven tonight (to accommodate people on their way home from work). Grace sometimes thought it was only a matter of time before they went twenty-four hours. And opened a branch in Hackettstown.

And even if she did phone the office, she would most likely be referred to herself. She had a reputation as being ‘a safe pair of hands’ (which always managed to sound vaguely insulting). If anyone could deal with shootouts, Grace could, they would declare. She didn’t know why. It wasn’t as though she encountered violence on a daily basis in the  drawing-rooms of the middle classes. This was hardly what you’d call a high-risk job. Not physically, anyway - certainly there were huge risks financially, as she had often explained to Ewan. Look at the asking price for Frank’s house, for example! People having to mortgage themselves into old age to pay for it! It was only worth half the money, in her opinion. Three quarters at most. But you couldn’t say that to people, of course; increasingly, selling houses made her feel very dishonest.

‘Try selling people a chocolate bar that claims to aid weight loss,’ Ewan had said gloomily.

‘You got the account then?’ It would be nice if just once they finished off a conversation about her job before they moved on to his. But apparently selling second-hand houses was not as exciting as dreaming up television advertisement campaigns, and there was no use pretending that it was. At least, nobody in Grace’s house pretended, and hadn’t for years.

‘By a whisker,’ Ewan had said. ‘Right now I’m playing with, “Slimchoc - the Chocolate Bar with Lots of Taste that Sheds your Weight!” ’

‘And does it?’

‘Does it what?’

‘Shed weight?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, I doubt it. We have to talk to the legal people yet. We might have to add, “as part of a calorie controlled diet”.’

His gloominess had all but disappeared. It was an act he put on periodically to pretend that he belonged to that greater part of the human race who generally hated and loathed their jobs. But it was no use. The  man would literally hop and skip up the stairs to his study on a Monday morning with indecent haste, humming little jingles under his breath, or trying to find a three-syllable word to rhyme with ‘bubblegum’. There wasn’t one, he’d informed her cheerily, at least nothing that wasn’t obscene.

‘So, what do you think?’ He’d waited keenly for her opinion on his slogan. She had once been very flattered by this, until he had told her that she was a living example of most advertisers’ demographic ideal: a white middle-class female in her mid-thirties with a couple of product-hungry children and a successful career to fund luxury goods and impulse-buys. She had taken umbrage; he had said, you’re at the top of the food chain, what the hell are you complaining about? She didn’t know really. It made her sound so smug, or something.

He added, ‘I brought a box of samples home, by the way. Jamie’s already had one. He says they taste like washing-up liquid.’

So they would join all the other samples that were piling up in the garage. Despite her nagging, Ewan wouldn’t throw them out. In some ways he reminded her of a small boy, hoarding things up. When she emptied out his trousers pockets to take them to the dry-cleaners she didn’t find mysterious phone numbers or credit-card receipts for lingerie shops, but elastic bands and half-eaten chocolate products and pencil sharpeners. And a foam cup from the inside of a ladies’ padded bra once. That had aroused her interest, until he’d explained that when it was matched with a second bra cup, which his colleague  Mick had in his trouser pocket, it formed exactly the right spherical profile for the new Easter Egg campaign they were working on. They couldn’t use the Easter Egg itself, of course, which was entirely the wrong shape to sell itself.

She had believed him. Nobody could make that up. Besides, Ewan would have neither the interest nor the organisational capability to have an affair. It wouldn’t be because he was so dedicated to Grace, so desperately in love with her. He did love her, she knew that. But sometimes she suspected that he would love any woman who had ended up agreeing to marry him - so long as he was left largely to his own devices, of course, and wasn’t interfered with too much. He mightn’t like her so much then.

‘Oh my God,’ Frank squeaked beside her. ‘Take cover!’

‘What?’

‘She’s pointing the gun at us!’

Grace swung around towards Mrs Carr’s house. One of the side panels of the front bay window was open. Something long and shiny was poking out under the net curtain and directly out across the front lawn at them.

‘Are you sure it’s a gun?’ she asked, trying to buy time.

‘What else do you think it is?’

‘I don’t know . . .’

‘Her Hoover maybe?’

‘I’m just saying—’

‘Don’t just stand there chattering, for heaven’s sake! Take cover!’

Heedless of chivalry, he elbowed past her and dived down behind her car, commandeering the safest spot by the driver’s wheel.

Grace stood alone and exposed in the middle of his cobbled drive, staring across at the double barrel poking out of Mrs Carr’s front window. Net curtains had never struck her as menacing before now.

‘Hello there!’ she tried, giving a friendly wave across. She had read somewhere that sometimes it worked if you established a personal relationship with the aggressor. ‘Lovely morning!’

The gun malevolently reared out another inch.

Really, when you thought about it, the whole thing was rather cowardly on Mrs Carr ’s part, Grace decided. If she wasn’t going to declare herself openly, then why should Grace demean herself by galloping hysterically to her car? On the other hand, she did have two children at home who needed her (sometimes), and a husband who loved her (he had said so two Christmases ago), and she should give some thought to her own safety. She would, she decided, take cover, but she would do it her way.

So, very casually, very unconcerned, she turned and started to walk away. Not wanting to appear to be making for the car too obviously, she did a little circuit of Frank’s front yard, her hands clasped at the small of her back as though she were out enjoying a Sunday afternoon stroll. When a robin chirped nearby, she raised her head towards it and allowed a faint smile to play about her lips.

‘What are you doing?’ Frank barked. ‘Do you want to get your head blown off?’

She quickened her step after that, and approached the car at what she hoped was an oblique angle. Then she looked down and pretended that her shoelace had come undone (she was wearing sandals). She tsk-ed  loudly before bending down as if to tie it. Then she made a crafty and dramatic lunge sideways for the protection of the car, landing on top of Frank.

‘Watch it!’

‘Sorry.’

She wasn’t really. Her heart was pumping fast with unaccustomed adrenaline and her face was strangely hot. She felt like she was in a western, or at least  Hawaii Five-O - although, on the telly the aggressor tended to be a sinister attractive man rather than a dotty pensioner. She couldn’t wait to tell the boys about this. Her, dodging shotguns! Surely they couldn’t fail to be impressed?

Although you wouldn’t know. Since they’d been about eight she’d had the feeling that they considered her to be mostly background noise. Well, that was probably unfair to them - it was just that she had been hurt about it and still was. In the space of about six months they had changed from her soft-faced twin babies into these semi-grown ups who wanted replica Uzi machine guns for their birthdays, and who spent most of their time beating each other to a pulp. What they did not want any more was her undivided attention and love - she would always remember that heartbreaking moment when Jamie had wriggled out of a kiss, a look of near contempt on his face. It was Ewan they followed around now, Ewan they implored to ‘Watch this!’ and ‘Will you come outside  with us? Pleeease?’. Grace would be left waving them off at the doorstep like some kind of benign and detached housekeeper whose sole function was to provide clean socks and hot meals.

Disney had been her idea of getting them all together as a family again, properly. So she’d booked the whole month off work and bought the tickets, cleverly hiding them in homemade fortune cookies which she’d presented one night after dinner.

‘A whole month? We’ll go mad,’ Ewan had declared, looking worried.

‘Would this be during school term?’ Neil had asked, the younger twin by twenty-two minutes but by far the craftier.

‘My ticket is burnt,’ Jamie, the other one, had said.

Grace had looked around at them all. They could have changed the car with what this trip would cost. They could have gone to the Maldives, and lay on the peaceful sand for a month, which was what she would have liked, instead of traipsing around the Enchanted bloody Tiki Room in the scorching sun in Florida.

So instead of cajoling and pleading and talking them around, she had dumped the Disney brochures on the coffee table, and let them do what they wanted! They had opened them, of course, and seen the fantastic water rides and the jungle cruises, and they were dying to go then.

A loud, high-pitched call cut through the morning air. ‘Frank Gorman! You stay away from my house now, do you hear me?’

Frank visibly shook. ‘Jesus Christ. She’s going to shoot me.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Grace said. Lifting her mobile, she rang 999, and inched up a little to peer through the car window and across the road. Someone had stuck a piece of chewing-gum to the inside of the window. Neil probably. She would murder him.

‘Don’t provoke her,’ Frank warned.

Across the way, the net curtain was pulled back a bit from Mrs Carr’s front window. Grace caught a glimpse of lots of white-grey hair piled atop some kind of ruffled dress, or bathrobe. She was reminded of one of the witches from Macbeth. The gun was now halfway out the window. It jerked unsteadily before being cocked haphazardly towards the sky.

‘Does she drink at all?’ Grace asked.

‘Like a fish,’ Frank confirmed.

Then the net curtain fell back into place, as though Mrs Carr were tired of holding it. Or possibly she had gone to get another drink. The shotgun stayed.

Grace’s feet started to ache. Her sandals had three-inch heels which always hurt after about an hour, but what could she do? A certain image had to be presented when selling houses, especially houses in the better parts of town. This accounted for the racks of sophisticated, neutral-coloured suits hanging in her wardrobe at home. The general idea was to complement a property’s décor scheme; to blend in, as such. Once she had blended in so well that a client had lost track of her in the same room. There she’d been, standing right by the wall the whole time, while he had turned around in circles muttering, ‘Where’s that blasted woman gone?’

‘Emergency services.’ The 999 operator’s voice  burst out of her mobile phone.

‘Police, please,’ Grace said.

A pause, then a man from the police switchboard was on the line, asking her what he could do for her.

‘I’m at Number 17, Bridge Road,’ she said efficiently. ‘And there’s a woman across the way who’s threatening us with a gun.’

A gun? He sounded alert.

‘Yes. A shotgun.’

Was she sure?

‘A double-barrel shotgun,’ she said for good measure.

She heard the man saying something to another person in the background, and she looked at Frank importantly. This was probably the most exciting thing that had happened to them all month. It certainly was to her.

The man was back on the phone. Was this woman threatening them right now?

‘Yes. There was a dispute over a rosebush, you see.’

A rosebush?

‘That’s correct. Frank mowed down her rosebushes and she got mad.’

Who was Frank?

‘Mrs Carr’s neighbour.’

Okay, who was Mrs Carr?

‘The woman with the gun . . .’ Grace could sense she was diluting his interest with unnecessary detail. ‘Look, it’s all a bit complicated. The fact is that she has a gun and she says she’s going to fire a few shots into the air if the mood takes her. She might even do it right now.’

That got his attention again. Was the woman pointing the gun at them at this moment, he wanted to know?

‘Yes,’ Grace said decisively.

She could actually see the gun?

‘Yes, I can actually see the—’

Across the road, the gun abruptly withdrew and the window slammed closed.

After a little pause, she said, ‘Would you believe it - it’s gone now!’

The policeman paused too. And the woman, he wanted to know?

‘She’s actually gone too . . . but she was there a second ago. With the gun. I saw it with my own eyes!’

She could feel herself being ticked off at the other end of the phone as a crackpot to be checked out whenever a patrol car had a quiet ten minutes.

‘Aren’t you going to come down to the scene?’ she asked.

He told her he would send a car.

‘When?’

Soon. In the meantime, she was to stay exactly where she was. Under no circumstances was she to approach the woman or in any way attempt to communicate with her. That went for that guy Frank too.

‘Okay. Thanks for your time!’ Grace said. She always ended her phone calls like that. It was a work habit. Even when people took up her time, she ended up thanking them.

Frank was fretting. ‘I hope this doesn’t affect the sale.’

‘I’m sure it won’t.’ To take his mind off it, she said,  ‘So, where are you moving to?’ She expected him to say Navan, or Dunboyne maybe.

‘New York,’ he said.

‘Oh!’

‘Sandy is American, did I not mention that? Yankee Doodle, I call her! She loves that - cracks up every time. She says I’ve got a great sense of humour. Anyway, she lives in Brooklyn. She works as a nursery nurse, but just until she has her own kids, she says, then she’s going to give up work and be a stay-at-home mom. But at the moment she’s just happy doing her job, and taking out her disabled kids’ group at the weekends and doing the soup kitchen for the homeless on Tuesday and Thursday nights.’

It was a wonder Sandy got to spend a minute in the bathroom at all, never mind the four hours daily that Frank gave her credit for. But Grace just said, ‘Wow! A busy woman.’

‘Too busy,’ Frank with a frown. ‘I tell her, you know. I say, Sandy, you have to think about yourself sometimes. But she doesn’t listen. It’s no wonder she’s been feeling tired lately.’

‘When are you moving over?’

‘Two weeks’ time,’ he said. ‘I’d have gone sooner only I’m finding it kind of hard to fix up a job over there.’

‘What do you do?’

‘Birds,’ he said.

‘Pardon?’

‘I’m an ornithologist. I do work with wildlife foundations, zoos, that kind of thing. And I’m compiling a book, An Introduction to Birds For Beginners.  Sandy thinks it’s a great idea, she says she had no idea until I came along that it was a complete myth that cuckoos went around dropping eggs in other birds’ nests the minute their backs were turned. Well, they do, of course, but it’s much more complicated than that. Sandy says she could listen to me going on about birds all day,’ he added.

Grace said, ‘I suppose New York . . . well, there would be pigeons, wouldn’t there?’

Frank didn’t seem too worried about his slim job prospects. ‘Sandy says she’ll support me for a while.’ How she would do this on a nursery nurse’s salary, he didn’t say. His big red face was all dreamy. ‘She’s just amazing, do you know that?’

Well, she seemed to like Frank, Grace thought, and that was surely a feat in itself.




Two

Julia Carr was making beans on toast in her kitchen, the shotgun on the worktop beside her. She wasn’t in the slightest bit hungry but it was best for the stomach not to be entirely empty. There was a danger of vomiting then, apparently. It had taken three months to store up thirty-six prescription sleeping pills, cajoling and hoodwinking Dr Noonan, and she was not about to waste them.

She was having a little trouble with the tin of beans. It was one of those ones with a ring attached to the lid, which you were supposed to pull to open the tin. She eventually got her finger through and pulled hard. The ring snapped off and came clean away in her hand.

‘Bugger.’

This had never happened to her before, wouldn’t you know it. Anyhow. A quick inspection of her cupboards revealed that there were no beans left. There was very little of anything, really. Well, it had seemed pointless to stock up on food that would only get thrown out in the end. Besides, pension day wasn’t until Tuesday.

So, for her final meal on this earth, she was faced with the choice of a tin of prunes or chickpeas, both of which were out of date. She had decided on the chickpeas (she actually was getting a little peckish now) when she suddenly remembered that they would do a post-mortem on her. She knew this from reading forensic detective novels. What would they think when they discovered a can of out-of-date chickpeas in her stomach, mixed up with the pills? There might be some confusion over what had actually killed her. Possibly they might have to resort to all kinds of costly tests. No, she would already be causing enough trouble to everyone. She would eat nothing.

Now she couldn’t stop thinking about food. The image of a fresh white loaf and a nice bit of cheese popped into her head. It was most inappropriate given the circumstances, and she guiltily decided she would leave the kitchen altogether. First she checked that the windows were closed and the taps turned securely off. She had scoured the cooker an hour ago and it gleamed. She’d meant to get around to the kitchen floor - that milk she’d spilled last week was starting to smell - but she was out of mop-heads and a trip to the supermarket would have put the whole thing back by several hours. In the end she’d just had to prioritise, as you do.

And at least the bathroom was clean. Michael would be poking around upstairs, and Gillian, their noses upturned probably. Julia had put out on her bedside locker several copies of Hustler magazine left behind by one of her lodgers as a little surprise for them.

The plastic jar of red and yellow pills was laid out on the coffee table. And a jug of water with ice in it, along with a glass. And a photocopy of her will, for everybody’s convenience. It didn’t look like much now; in fact, it looked a bit thoughtless and mean, as though it had been organised by the public health service.

Maybe she should add a vase of flowers? Or at least put a couple of doilies down on the table to hide the coffee stains. But she didn’t know how these things were usually done, except that people sometimes played a piece of music that meant a lot to them. She didn’t have any special piece of music like that, except maybe the song playing on the transistor radio the day herself and JJ had gone out on the lake with a picnic to celebrate their fortieth wedding anniversary, and he had kissed her to the strains of ‘Boogie Wonderland’, which didn’t seem all that fitting right now.

She sat down for the last time in JJ’s big old red chair. It all seemed very unreal, and she half expected someone to walk through the door and ask her what on earth she thought she was doing, and she would laugh and say, ‘You know, I have no idea! I was just being silly for a moment - will we have a cup of tea?’ But nobody would come. She had been on her own in this house, save for a few sporadic lodgers, since JJ had died two years ago. Even the cat had run away.

She had continued to function, of course: to eat, to sleep, to open her mouth and have words come out. But there was nothing happening inside. She often thought of herself as one of those accident victims in intensive care units who kept breathing long after  what made them human had died.

So, on this rather dramatic note, she slowly placed two pills on her tongue and reached for the glass of water.

Hail Mary, full of grace, The Lord is with—

The phone rang. Bugger and blast anyway. She would just ignore it.

The Lord is with thee, blessed art thou amongst—

But it just kept ringing and ringing until she could bear it no longer and she spat the sleeping pills out into her hand and snatched the phone up.

‘Hello!’

‘Mammy?’

‘Michael?’

He sounded a bit hurt. ‘Of course it’s Michael.’

She tried not to sound irritated. ‘It’s just that you usually don’t phone at this time.’

‘I know, but I’m in the car on my way to a meeting - just thought I’d check on you.’

‘There’s really no need.’ Since JJ died Michael had become a constant fixture on the end of the phone. She had to take it off the hook in the evenings just to watch Coronation Street.

‘Well, you’re on your own now, Mammy,’ he pointed out, tactlessly. ‘And you know that sometimes you forget to eat.’

‘I do not forget to eat.’ Sometimes she forgot to wash, certainly, but she didn’t mind about that. Old people were expected to be smelly. ‘So,’ she said, trying to think of something to say. She seemed to have been trying to find things to say to Michael since he’d been a child. ‘How’s Gillian?’

‘Great! She thinks it’s not a chest infection now at all.’

‘Good.’

‘She thinks it might be bronchitis.’

‘Wouldn’t she be in hospital if it were bronchitis?’ Julia enquired. ‘Or in bed, at the very least?’

‘Apparently with some strains of bronchitis you hardly know you have it at all. She was reading it in her medical books.’

‘Well, tell her I hope she gets over it soon. And Susan?’

He sounded gloomy. ‘She’s not talking to me again.’

‘What have you done to her this time?’

‘That’s just it. I don’t know.’

Julia clucked. ‘She’s thirteen, Michael. It’s just the age.’

‘Was I like that at thirteen?’ he asked eagerly.

‘The very same,’ she declared, guiltily. Michael hadn’t been all that memorable at thirteen. Or at any other age, really. Except that he ate a lot, even back then. ‘Anyway, if that’s all, Michael, I have a few things to do . . .’

‘Right, sure - so we’ll see you on Thursday?’

‘What?’ They’d been over only last weekend. It usually took her a fortnight to recover.

‘Your birthday, Mammy.’

Her heart sank. Blast anyway.

‘Ha!’ he said. ‘You thought we’d forgotten, hadn’t you?’

‘Yes,’ she said weakly.

‘Not a chance! We’re all coming over for the  whole day, have a big party. We have it all planned - Gillian’s going to make a cake and everything. Bronchitis permitting, of course,’ he added.

‘Michael, I really don’t want you to go to any trouble—’

‘No, no, we insist.’ Her lack of enthusiasm must have conveyed itself to him because he said, awkwardly, ‘Look, I know you didn’t want a fuss for your birthday last year, what with Daddy dying and everything. But he wouldn’t have wanted you to go on mourning forever, Mammy.’

The glibness of this, the presumption that her grief could be simply shrugged off once an appropriate time had passed, annoyed her. ‘You have no idea what JJ would have wanted.’

‘Well, no, of course not, all I’m saying is—’

‘JJ liked a party as much as the next person. He threw some wonderful birthday parties for me. He flew me to Paris three years ago, for God’s sake!’

There was a hurt silence on the other end of the phone.

‘It’s . . . I just don’t feel ready, Michael.’ She suddenly remembered that she would be dead anyway, and that it was immaterial. ‘Look, come over if you want,’ she said generously.

‘Okay,’ he said, cheerful again. ‘We’ll bring masks if Gillian’s still infectious.’

She realised now that this was the very last time she would be speaking to him. Her only child. It seemed very important that she say something memorable to him. ‘Michael?’

‘Yes, Mammy?’

‘Just . . . thanks for everything. You’ve been a very good son.’ It sounded stiff and cold, not what she really meant at all. But maybe he was touched because he was silent for a minute. ‘Michael?’

‘Sorry, Mammy, I just went through a tunnel there - what did you say?’

‘Oh, never mind. Go to your meeting.’

She hung up. Now, where had she been? Oh yes,  Hail Mary. And now she was down two pills as well. Still, hopefully she had enough left to do the trick.

‘Oh!’ Her hands had started to shake. Look at them, wobbling away! She tried to stop them. But the more she tried, the more they shook, until they were bouncing up and down on her knees as though they were playing an imaginary piano with gusto.

A few deep breaths and everything would be fine. There was no point in getting in a heap about something that she had made a perfectly sound decision on weeks ago. Months ago! Well, she hadn’t actually made a decision as such. She wasn’t a person who made decisions - they always seemed to be accompanied by such a lot of unnecessary angst and weighing up of pros and cons. Instead she had notions and ideas and impulses, and once in the grip of one, nothing would do her but to pursue it with all her energy and vigour until its conclusion. Take the rockery out the back, for instance; she had been doing the dishes at the sink one morning, staring out the back window, when she observed how little she had to look at. She had not rested until she had placed the very last stone on the top of a wonderful rockery (which was rather lop-sided in truth) with her bare  hands. JJ had watched, amused and impressed by her single-mindedness. She’d promptly forgotten about it then, of course, and taken up a home-brewing course.

A couple of months ago - she couldn’t remember exactly when - she had woken up one morning and lain there in the bed for an age trying to muster up the energy to present herself to the world for yet another day: to find a dress that was clean, maybe smear a bit of colour onto her lips, rattle around an empty house until it was time to go to bed again. And she just didn’t want to do it any more.

Once the thought was there, it was a natural progression to cultivate an insomnia problem, to procure a variety of sleeping pills from Dr Noonan, to update her will and tie up other bits and pieces. That one thought had led her right here to this room, to this table, today. She just had to bring the sequence to its conclusion.

‘Stop it!’ Her hands would not stop shaking, and she was getting angry with them. Her body was always letting her down, with its litany of aches and pains, its increasing unpredictability; little things designed to irritate her, it seemed, but not serious enough to kill her and save her all this trouble. If it had had any decency, any loyalty to her, it would have died naturally in the weeks after JJ was buried. She had not eaten or slept, she had not even drunk water; she’d downed enough sleeping tablets to fell an ox, and her body just kept on going. Living, even though every fibre of her being had wanted to die. It was a snivelling, cowardly, stupid thing and she would be glad to be rid of it. To be rid of everything.

She managed to tip out more pills onto the table but couldn’t hold the glass of water. Her hands were shaking too much. She would just have to go into the kitchen and find a bendy straw with which to kill herself. The indignity of it! She was raging now.

The minute she opened the kitchen door, the smoke hit her. The cooker grill was on fire.

‘Bugger.’

She’d put two slices of bread on for the beans on toast and had forgotten all about them. Now flames were bursting up through the rings of her immaculately scoured cooker, and threatening to set the curtains alight.

She put the jar of pills down beside the cooker and ran to wet some tea towels. By the time she got back, the jar and her precious pills had melted and were oozing across her worktop in a glorious multicoloured puddle.

 



The answering machine was on at home.

‘Ewan, it’s me - can you pick up? Ewan, sorry to disturb you, but can you pick up the phone? It’s important.’

Ewan screened calls; otherwise he said he’d get no work done. She’d offered to get a second phone line in, so that he would have his own work number and he wouldn’t be bothered by domestic calls. But he had fretted that he would have no excuse for avoiding people if they knew he had his own work line. Sometimes she felt like pointing out that he was inventing advertising slogans, not some ground-breaking vaccine. Oh, when had she become so mean?  More to the point, when had he started screening his own wife?

‘Ewan, I know you’re there. Pick up the fucking phone.’

‘Grace?’ He was on the other end, startled.

It just showed how rarely Grace used bad language. She wasn’t in favour of it as a rule - not with children around.

‘Not tearing you away from Chocslim, I hope?’ she said.

‘Slimchoc. And I’m not working - we are supposed to be going on holidays today.’ He was semi-cool in response to her sarcasm, and she was sorry now.

‘Are you on your way home?’ he asked.

‘Not exactly.’ She was stretched out on the back seat of her car, out of Frank’s earshot and Mrs Carr’s line of fire. The leather was getting warm from the sun. If she drew her knees up, she was just about able to curl up like she had as a child on long car journeys, her cheek pressed into the seat and the motion of the car eventually lulling her to sleep. She always liked the part when she woke up and she would look out the window to find herself in a completely different place - a bustling town, or a quiet country road, or even the seaside, if it was summer. That’s when her love affair with cars, and sitting in them, had started.

‘Grace? Are you still there?’

‘Yes - listen, there’s been a slight change of plan. Depending on what happens, I may have to meet you at the airport.’

‘What? But what about the packing?’

‘Do you even want to know why I’m going to be late, Ewan?’

He must have sensed the chill down the phone line because he said hurriedly, ‘Yes, of course - why?’

‘I’m caught up in a shootout,’ she told him.

‘Okay,’ he said.

Grace counted to three.

Then he said, ‘Did you just say a shootout?’

‘There’s been a dispute with a neighbour. She has a shotgun aimed at us,’ she said airily. ‘We’re waiting for the police.’

‘That’s quite a bit of drama,’ he said, sounding marginally more interested. Or at least fully present. Sometimes when she talked to him he would give every indication that he was absorbed by her words: he would nod and smile and respond at all the right moments. Then she would bring up the topic again a couple of days later and he would look at her blankly and she would know that his mind had been somewhere else the entire time. It wasn’t always on work, to his credit. Once he had mentally planned an entire motor route through Germany during a lengthy description of her mother’s run-in with a stomach virus.

It had been loveable once, this trait.

‘Yes,’ she agreed.

‘Are you in danger?’ He was concerned now, and she felt a little warm glow inside. It was like when she’d burnt her arm quite badly last year and he had spent ages pressing damp facecloths on it before bandaging it all up.

‘I don’t think so. I’d say her aim isn’t too hot. And she’s been drinking.’

‘All the same - don’t do anything to antagonise her,’ he ordered. The glow grew warmer. Not that she could ever admit it in front of her girlfriends, but it was so nice to be looked after by a man sometimes. To be fussed over. Bossed. Protected, even.

‘I suppose you’d better not tell the boys. In case it might upset them,’ she said doubtfully, playing up to him a bit. She even let out a kind of a nervous, jittery breath.

‘Do you think?’ he said. His macho phase was disappointingly brief, as always.

‘I don’t know, Ewan - what do you think?’

She desperately wanted him to round up the boys with an urgent bellow, and have them gather around the phone while their mother relayed the whole tale in gory detail. She wanted to hear them clamber to ask questions and to express worry about her safety. Then they would all pile in the car and race to the scene.

‘You’re probably right, I won’t say anything to them,’ Ewan decided.

Here, Grace thought, was a man who worked in advertising. Here was an expert in consumer psychology, a master at manipulating a highly sophisticated and jaded audience. But in his own house he couldn’t pick up a lousy hint?

She knew that it was a childish impulse on her part anyhow. But she’d been like that recently, saving up jokes or funny stories she’d heard on the radio to tell the twins over dinner, and beaming with disproportionate pleasure if she made them laugh. Or pulling  minor stunts to impress them, such as showing them on Shrove Tuesday how she could flip pancakes just like that chef on the TV (and had the consistency been a little less runny, she might not have burnt her arm so badly).

She was like some pathetic new kid in the schoolyard, trying to get in with the cool gang. Being children, they could smell a fake a mile off, of course, and the more she tried the less interested they were. It was a vicious circle, with her attempts getting more outlandish. A mere shotgun would probably not be enough now. She might actually have to get herself shot before they’d be sufficiently impressed.

‘What do you do when you go off with them?’ she asked now.

‘What?’

‘You and the boys. When you disappear for hours on end?’

‘It’s hardly “hours”, Grace.’ He added, ‘You didn’t happen to tick things off a list, did you? When you were packing?’

She could hear him faffing about in the background with bits of paper.

‘Take last night, Ewan,’ she said loudly. ‘After dinner, you said you were going to take the boys to the park for half an hour. You didn’t come home until it was dark.’

‘Didn’t we?’

She could just see his face, puzzled that she would even have noticed such a thing - such a trivial thing as to where her husband and children had disappeared!

‘We were just horsing around, like usual.’

‘What does “horsing around” mean, exactly?’ She tried not to sound too curious and pathetic. It’s just that he never told her. They would all traipse home, red-faced and panting like young bulls, and nobody would think to tell her what they had been doing, or where they had been. She never lowered herself to ask; in fact, she would barely look up as they stormed past to the fridge in case they thought she might be in any way interested.

‘We play football, mostly,’ Ewan said. ‘A bit of basketball. Catch various living creatures down at the river, that kind of thing. Boy scouts’ stuff.’ He added, ‘You’d think as they got older they’d start playing by themselves a bit more.’

‘Um,’ Grace said. So it wasn’t like the three of them spent their time trading secrets or anything. It wasn’t as if Jamie and Neil were confiding things in him, revealing bits of their precious selves that they used to whisper to her in the dark, and still did sometimes, when she tucked them into bed at night.

‘Why do you want to know?’ Ewan said.

‘Just wondering.’

A part of them was still hers. They had not taken that from her, and her heart grew less pinched.

The car rocked now as the bonnet suddenly sprang up. Frank. Grace peered out through the front seats. What on earth was he up to?

‘This is about that disused mine, isn’t it?’ Ewan suddenly blurted hotly down the phone.

‘What?’ Grace said, trying to keep up.

‘I didn’t know it was a disused mine, okay? It’s not  like it had a sign on it saying Disused Mine or anything! Actually, it might have, but it was very unclear, ask the boys. But anyway, your mother can say what she likes, Grace, but I would not willingly walk my children into danger for the hell of it!’

‘Ewan, I know, okay? Nobody is accusing you of anything.’

Years before the disused-mine incident, Ewan had once taken the twins up to the top of the Papal Cross in the Phoenix Park on a particularly windy day and parked them in their double-buggy without remembering to put the brake on. Only for some quick-footed Japanese tourist, there would have been carnage. If Ewan had thought about it, he would have seen the wisdom in keeping this incident to himself. But he wasn’t devious like that, and he was too young to know the way marital arguments and resentments can resonate a decade on. And so he’d confessed when he’d got home and, from that day on, he’d acquired the label of being ‘lightweight’, as Grace’s mother had put it upon hearing the tale. It was a label he had fought against for many years (although fought was perhaps too strong a word. Complained would be a more accurate description. Strongly, at times, to his credit).

Eventually he stopped complaining and accepted it; embraced it even, and made it his own. His reputation amongst friends and family now was that of an amusing scatterbrain - very intelligent though, very creative, which seemed to excuse him somewhat. He’d added other bits and pieces to this myth as time went on: absentmindedness, for example. A poor  memory. A preoccupation with career. But he was  marvellous with the boys, which excused him entirely.

When Grace thought about it, the whole thing suited him down to the ground.

For her part, having lumped him into a box in the first place, she was forced to compensate by going in the other direction. Now she was the organiser in the family, the head bottle-washer as such. If anybody wanted to know where to find something, they asked Grace. Need a dental appointment? Grace will make it. She, who had on her very first date with Ewan been so nervous that she’d mixed up the venue! There she’d sat for an hour in Bewley’s café in Westmoreland Street while Ewan was sitting down the road in Bewley’s in Grafton Street. It was Ewan who’d eventually had the presence of mind to walk up and check, lest there had been some mistake.

Wasn’t it funny how you could grow into the kind of person that you’d never started out as, Grace thought? She remembered again that excited, dreamy girl sitting over a cooling coffee, wearing a black and red striped scarf that Ewan had said made her look like Dennis the Menace. She’d had two tickets in her pocket to a talk by Neil Jordan in the Irish Film Centre on the state of Irish film, and afterwards she and Ewan had sat cross-legged on the floor of his bedsit, passionately arguing back and forth until four in the morning.

And here she was, fifteen years on: a woman who made dental appointments and who blended seamlessly into wallpaper.

‘Grace?’ On the phone Ewan sounded anxious.  ‘What’s happened, has she started shooting?’

‘No, no.’

Frank’s head poked out from the side of the bonnet. He waved frantically. He had an oil filter in his hand.

‘I have to go,’ she said to Ewan. ‘You’re going to have to finish the packing.’

‘Right . . .’ he said, mournfully.

‘There are some things you might like to remember, such as the passports and stuff.’ She desperately wanted to mention the travellers’ cheques and the health insurance documents but wouldn’t let herself. Perhaps he would mention them. But he didn’t, of course. It would never occur to him. Now she would be fretting about the blasted things all morning. Really, weren’t there some days when you just did not like yourself?

‘Ring me when you know what’s happening,’ he said.

She hung up, pushed open the car door with her foot, and slid back out onto the cobblestones, anticipating that her oil needed changing or something.

‘The first one is here,’ Frank hissed instead.

Grace saw a red hatchback drive at a leisurely pace up the road. Her first viewers. What was she supposed to do?

‘Get them to drive up as far as they can to the house,’ she urged Frank. There was no sense in leaving them down there by the gate like sitting ducks.

‘Good idea,’ Frank said, a thin sheen of sweat visible on his forehead. Plucking a white handkerchief from his pocket, he draped it over the top of the oil filter. Then he stuck the makeshift flag out from  behind the bonnet and waved it around erratically in the direction of the red hatchback.

Nothing happened for a moment as the car occupants obviously conferred. Then the hatchback crawled cautiously up the driveway. Another burst of flag-waving from Frank brought them right up behind Grace’s own car, where they stopped.

‘Well done,’ Grace said to Frank admiringly, and he pinkened a bit.

She scuttled down to the hatchback on her hands and knees and popped up at the driver’s side window.

‘Hi!’ she said.

The occupants jumped. They hadn’t seen her until now. Her clipboard was still in her hand and she consulted it.

‘Aidan and Amy, isn’t it?’ It was strange how often prospective buyers’ names began with the same letter, Grace had noted. Pat and Pauline. Lisa and Liam. She’d once had a Frances and a Francis. Stranger again was how often people moved to roads that sounded similar to the ones they had just left: from Emmet Road to Elmer Road, for example. Sometimes the house number was even the same. Why was everyone so afraid of change? Increasingly Grace was beginning to think that there was little comfort in the familiar.

‘I’m Grace Tynan,’ she told them. ‘I’ll be showing you Frank’s house today.’ She reached in through the window to shake hands with them. The angle was awkward and she ended up sort of patting them instead.

‘I’m sure you’re wondering what’s going on,’ she said.

‘Well, yes,’ the woman said.

‘Anyway!’ Grace said - no sense in alarming them - ‘why don’t you have a look at these and if you have any questions, I’d be delighted to answer them for you.’

She handed in two glossy brochures, surreptitiously taking note of the seat headrests. They were nice big leather ones, plump enough to shield the passengers from Mrs Carr ’s view. They should be safe enough. ‘Back in a minute - oh, and try not to make any sudden movements, okay?’

She scuttled back to her own car where Frank was waiting anxiously.

‘Did you mention about the bathroom?’

‘No, I did not.’

‘Sandy said you should. That’s what they do in the States when the brochure is incorrect.’

‘Well, we’re not in the States now.’ She stood up straight and took stock of herself. Her linen skirt was a mess of lines and creases, and her tights were snagged. She brushed herself down as best she could and wondered if she’d remembered to put a lipstick in her handbag.
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