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It is an intense pleasure, physical, inexpressible, to be at home, among friendly people and to have so many things to recount: but I cannot help noticing that my listeners do not follow me. In fact, they are completely indifferent: they speak confusedly of other things among themselves, as if I was not there. My sister looks at me, gets up and goes away without a word.

PRIMO LEVI, If This is a Man

And quite unconsciously, perhaps precisely because of the exaggerated sense of fear, I felt at times as if this was not me at all, as if it was happening to somebody else, and everything I had seen was actually part of some other, unreal world.

EVA GRLI[image: images], Memoirs

A human being survives by his ability to forget.

VARLAM SHALAMOV, Kolyma Tales



Karolinska Hospital, Stockholm, 27 March 1993


The child is lying naked in his cot. He is stretched out on a sheet, perfectly still, his arms and legs splayed, like someone surrendering.

S. sees the little fingers with their tiny real-life nails. The child’s head is turned to the side. He is asleep and in his slumber he sucks in his little lips and his eyes move rapidly under their translucent lids. He has long, dark eyelashes. His thatch of dark hair is sticky with sweat. His breathing is rapid and rhythmic, his little tummy rising and falling, up and down, up and down. A shred of gauze quivers on what is left of his umbilical cord. His pink, dry skin is almost purple around the knees and in the folds of his neck. His little feet stick up into the air, motionless.

Observing him from the side like that, he looks dead and S. quickly turns her head away.

This is supposed to be her son. She gave birth to him that afternoon at the Karolinska Hospital in Stockholm. But to her this is simply a nameless little being who after nine months has come out of her body. Nothing connects them anymore. S. feels relieved at the thought. She is free. Her entire past has spilled out of her body with this child. She feels so light, as if she could get up this very moment and walk away.

She is not alone in the room. Maj occupies the other bed. The woman turns to her and says, my name is Maj. S. does not reply. Maj is nursing her baby. She has enormous white breasts and as she pushes the nipple into the baby’s mouth she looks as if she is going to smother it. Every so often the baby pulls away from the nipple, waving its little arms angrily and grimacing. Maj then props it up against her shoulder, smiles and looks at S. She does not smile back. She thinks how her own life is so very different. Maj, at least, is in her own country. S. is from Bosnia and that is like having no country. Maj’s baby, a little girl, already has a name. She is called Britt. She also has a father and they know his first name and last, his occupation, the colour of his eyes, his habits. Maj’s baby has everything: a family, a language, a country, security. The little being S. has given birth to has none of that.

S. does not pick the child up. She does not want to touch it. If she were to touch it even once she would become responsible for it. Like finding a stray kitten. As long as you do not pick it up off the ground you have nothing to do with it. But once you pick it up, that’s it, it’s yours …

She feels nothing but animosity toward this creature. The first thought that came to her mind when she realised that she was pregnant was death. This child was condemned to death from the start. It lived only because by that time it was already too late for an abortion. She had to carry through her pregnancy to the bitter end, with a swelling stomach that deformed her beyond recognition and made her hate her own body.

At breakfast that morning she had felt the first sharp piercing pain in her stomach. But she was not afraid of the labour pains; she welcomed them. She could hardly wait to get rid of her burden. She was used to the pain of being hit by a rifle butt, slapped, tied up, to the dull pain of her head being banged against the wall, of being kicked in the chest by a boot. Then the kind of pain from which you pass out, the pain that one body inflicts on another, the pain you feel when somebody else is in pain. And finally, the pain you simply stop feeling.

She welcomed this particular pain with a certain sense of relief. For the past few months she had been living like a vegetable, benumbed, waiting to give birth. This was something real, something sharp that snapped her out of her deadness and reminded her for a moment that she did exist.

While her body was being wracked with the agonies of labour, S. kept thinking that she had to hold on just a little longer. Her life was going to change. She would forget, forget the summer of 1992. The nurse was saying something to her, perhaps she was telling her to relax or to push harder, it was all the same to S. She did not hear her. The nurse would not be able to help her anyway. S. did not think anyone could.

Then she saw the doctor leaning over her and felt the touch of her hand on her face. It’s over, said the doctor. That was the first tender touch she had had from an unfamiliar human hand in a long time. Only then did S. relax and cry. All the accumulated pain inside her slowly trickled out with her tears, and with the blood which was still flowing between her trembling legs.

And then peace. She no longer felt any pain. Half-asleep, she was roused by the nurse who brought over the baby, holding it upside down by its feet. S. made out the shape of an elongated, blood-streaked little body. It made no sound and S. thought that perhaps her wish had been granted and the baby was stillborn after all. That very same moment she heard it cry. She turned her head away. The baby’s cry was no concern of hers. It had nothing to do with her any more.

Even before giving birth she had told them that she did not want to see the child. G., who had accompanied her to the hospital, had repeated S.’s request several times and the nurse at the admissions desk had duly noted it down. Just in case (what case? in case they did not believe her?), she had brought along a copy of the letter from the psychologist explaining S.’s decision to give the child up for adoption because she was not psychologically ready to take care of it.

S. believed she was quite prepared for life after giving birth, however. She had had time to think during these past few months. She had made a bargain with herself: she would give birth to the baby provided she never saw it again. That seemed to be the best, the most rational solution for them both. Since she had been unable to abort. Or to finish the child off with her own hands.

She looks at the little creature sleeping and thinks of F. When F. gave birth at the refugee camp in Zagreb, S. happened to be there with her. There had been eight of them in that cramped little room with its iron bunk-beds. F. had picked up the pillow herself and placed it over the baby. It was a little girl, S. remembers. She had not even washed the blood off the child; that is what S. held against her the most. The woman from the next bed had cut the umbilical cord with an ordinary knife and F. had simply pressed the pillow down on the baby, covering it completely. After about ten minutes she said, it’s over. Then the woman from the next bed picked up the limp little body and put it in a blue plastic grocery bag. S. never saw what she did with the bag. F.’s face revealed nothing but exhaustion. Later she got up and washed the blood-stained pillow-case herself.

Perhaps S. could do the same thing. Press down gently and it would all be over in a second, both her suffering and his. The baby is sleeping so peacefully, she is sure he would not feel a thing. She reaches down, almost touching him, feels the warmth of his skin and sees how his ribcage flutters with the beating of his heart. Abruptly she withdraws her hand as if afraid of burning it.

No, she could not do it. She has seen so much death that the very thought of it makes her sick. Worst of all, death has a smell all of its own. It is not the smell that is usually associated with dying and that makes people’s skin crawl: the smell of freshly spilled animal blood, rotten meat, old age, illness or decay. It is not one of natural dying, but of violent, sudden death, of the moment when one feels one is dying but does not yet believe it, not quite. It does not last long. The smell of deathly fear starts spreading from the still living person the moment the entire body knows that this is the end, although the mind keeps on hoping. It is this clash that produces the stench of death, so pungent and repellent. Once you have been near it, it is difficult to forget. Once dead, the person develops a completely different stench, sweetish, like that of nauseating decay.

Earlier, before everything that happened this past year, she used to think she would have a baby one day. Now that seems to her like a different time, so far removed that it has nothing to do with her own life. She can no longer be sure of anything; least of all can she rely on such a distant memory. That was in those long-gone times, when there was still a connection between one’s life and one’s desires and decisions.

In the meantime, her life has become something different, unrecognisable. Or perhaps unimaginable. Lying in her hospital bed in Stockholm she still does not know what to call it, although she knows that the word already exists and that the word is: war. But for her, war is merely a general term, a collective noun for so many individual stories. War is every individual, it is what happened to that individual, how it happened, how it changed that person’s life. For her, war is this child she had to give birth to.

From the day she learned that she was pregnant, there was nothing she hated more than this creature. Who knows if it would ever have survived her hatred had she not wound up in this hospital? S. herself found it hard to live with. Tossing and turning in bed at night, feeling this foreign body moving inside her belly, she would see their faces looming over her, the faces of the men, of his fathers. Nameless men, usually drunk. She did not know how many, but here and there she did remember a face, eyes, a voice, hands, a smell, often a stench. Any one of them could be the father.

They come to her in her sleep. They do not leave her alone; even here in Sweden they return, like lost luggage arriving on her heels. She often dreams the same dream: she is walking down a street in a strange town. Suddenly she catches sight of a familiar face. She is sure it is one of them. She always has a knife with her in this dream. She walks up to him and stabs him in the stomach, making sure that he gets a good look at her face first. As the knife plunges into him, she feels relieved, even happy. But she sees only surprise in his eyes. The man does not recognise her and is surprised that an utterly strange woman should deal him a lethal blow. S. cries in fury that he did not recognise her as his victim and that her revenge is pointless.

When this being, the fruit of their seed, started growing inside her it was like a tumour. S. fought this alien body, the sick cells that multiplied inside her against her will. She had read somewhere that by visualising cancer cells you could arrest their growth. But she felt that the tumour was growing rapidly.When she shut her eyes she saw the foreign cells quite clearly, multiplying, occupying her from within. She saw herself as an enormous receptacle whose sole purpose of existence was to feed the voracious clusters of cells. The image drove her crazy.

Now the tumour is beside her, as if transformed by some miracle into a child. It is difficult for S. to accept. She has never thought of it as a child, only as a disease, a burden she wished to get rid of, a parasite she wanted removed from her organism. She is horrified by the thought that all this time, all these nine long months, it was growing inside her against her will. That, in spite of her, it had clung to the walls of her womb until the end, that it had been born, that it had survived. Just like her.

Now that she has rid herself of the child’s weight, her still weary body feels somehow unencumbered, if that can be said of flesh, bones and skin. But she is still bothered by this sense of being split in two. She does not yet feel that she is in possession of her body, that she is in complete control of it, that she is now herself. Perhaps she will have to live like that, with this crack that cannot be closed.

Again she is obsessed with a sense of dirtiness. This is another feeling she often has, and it is just as disturbing as her dream of revenge. She looks at her hands, at the dirt under her fingernails, at her smelly armpits, at her skin which is peeling away in tiny, almost invisible scales, at the thin layer of dust that is like a second skin. She knows she will never be clean again. No amount of water is enough. She drags herself out of bed and goes into the bathroom. She stands behind the blue shower curtain and lets the jet run over her face for a long time. The bathrooms here have no bath tubs, only a metal semi-circular rod with a curtain and a drain on the floor for the water. She sits down on the plastic chair beneath the shower, feels the water pellet her shoulders and breasts. A long, hot shower that gives her a feeling of luxury.

She watches the light trickle of blood run from between her legs and colour the water. She feels as if trickling out with it is something painful and heavy which hid inside her all these months. As if washing her from within, the water helps her to forget.

Looking at herself in the mirror, she sees that her face has not changed. Nothing can be seen on it, this is a clear, unmarked, ordinary face. She looks pale and has circles under her eyes, that is all. The first time she took a good look at herself in a mirror after her ordeal was when they arrived in Zagreb. She was in a common bathroom, she remembers the moment precisely.The only light came from a naked bulb and in that yellowish semi-darkness she saw her face. The same smooth skin, the same fawn-like eyes, straight eyebrows and full mouth.

At first S. did not like the fact that her face did not show how much she had changed. How could you survive what she had gone through and have it leave no external trace, mark you only from within? Were these traces really so invisible, or was it simply a matter of knowing how to read them? But now, looking at herself in the hospital bathroom, she feels it is better that nothing shows. It is better that all traces of suffering have been removed from the surface. It will protect her. With an innocent face like this it will be easier for her to lie to people about herself.

She takes immense pleasure in opening the jar of face cream. How wonderful it is to have face cream and a mirror again. And a face in the mirror. Is that what the future looks like?

When did she realise that there is a future after all? Perhaps the moment that she reconciled herself to her own death. It dawned on her that death would be better and it was then that something inside her snapped. And quite unexpectedly, that moment of complete reconciliation opened her up to the future.

It is already over. She is lying on her back, her eyes shut. Her head is turned away. She does not want to look at his face. That is her only defence. She feels a dull pain but does not open her eyes. She does not move. She makes no sound. The soldier leans his boot down on her chest. Turn around, he orders her. S. turns her head to him but does not open her eyes. Not yet. Open your mouth, the soldier orders her again. S. opens her mouth. She feels the warm spurt of his urine on her face. Swallow it, he shouts. She has no choice. She swallows the briny liquid. It seems to last forever and all she wants to do is die.

A man in a wheelchair is slowly moving from one end of the courtyard to the other, a blue-caped nurse walking beside him. The air is crisp, almost like in the mountains of Bosnia. For an instant she feels so lonely that she would gladly go down to the courtyard and sit in that wheelchair, just to have someone walk beside her.

She looks at this child who is no longer a part of her, whose future does not belong to her. In that instant S. believes that she is completely divested of any responsibility for him, but all the same she is glad that she gave birth to him, that she gave him life rather than death. How easy it is to forget that death also marks the person who causes it, she thinks to herself.

She feels a sudden pressure in her breasts, her night gown is wet. Her milk is flowing. She sits down confused, not knowing what to do. She had not counted on this. She takes a towel and shoves it under her night gown. What is going to happen with all this milk now?



Village of B., Bosnia, end of May 1992


The smell, the smell of dust in the dry air, that is what she will remember. The taste of coffee with too much sugar. The image of women quietly climbing on to the bus, one by one, as if going on an excursion. And the smell of her own sweat. The bus drives off and suddenly S. is bathed in sweat, the perspiration breaking out on her face, under her arms, on her stomach, between her legs. She feels uneasy. Yes, perhaps this feeling of physical uneasiness is what she will remember most. That is the first sign that her body no longer belongs to her alone, and hereafter she will have to bear that in mind …

It is late in the afternoon. The air in the bus is stuffy. S. finds it hard to breathe, closed in by the stench of human fear. The women are cramped together, sitting even in the aisle between the two rows of seats. Peering out between their feet, bags, bundles and plastic bags of food is the rusty tin floor. The perspiring head of the child next to her hangs from its mother’s arm as if about to drop off at any minute.

S. unglues herself from the plastic seat and squeezes through to the window. She leans over and looks toward the village. Behind the bend she sees the outlines of the last houses. The sky has already turned dark with smoke. The village is desolate now, empty of people. Only the animals remain. Her orange cat, the sparrows she fed on the window sill and the chained village dogs. The soldiers will take away the cows and pigs, S. thinks to herself, and the thought consoles her somehow. She returns to her seat. She knows that if she turns around once more she will see nothing but that whirl of smoke screening the sun, and that soon she will start doubting the very existence of the village of B., her life, her very self … everything she had been so sure of until that summer day of 1992.

It was in the morning that she had first heard the voices. Yes, sometime that morning, even though normal time stopped when she stepped on to the bus.

Still half-asleep, she hears them, male voices, swearing and shouting. She opens her eyes. She sees the white curtain on her window billowing in the breeze, and the blue bedroom wall, and for a moment that restores her self-confidence. But these strange, foreign voices are getting closer. The curtain is expanding, as if it has lungs. The cool air caresses her skin. Birds are chirping in the cherry tree next door, for an instant drowning out the human noise. If she gets up and leans out of the window S. will see where these voices are coming from, who these people passing through the village in the early morning are. But S. does not want to do that. She does not want to wake up completely. Maybe whatever is going on outside has nothing to do with her at all. She quickly falls asleep again, hoping the noise will disappear.

A little later, she is awakened by the voice of her neighbour in the house across the street. Don’t, she is saying to somebody, pleading at first and then sobbing. Her voice is quite clear, as if she were standing right here in the room, separated by nothing but the whiteness of the curtain. The man with whom she is pleading and whom she obviously knows, swears violently. Where are the weapons, where did you hide them, where’s your husband, he shouts. His voice is drowned out by her sobs.

The soldiers go from house to house. They are searching. They say they are looking for weapons, but who knows what they are really looking for. S. stands behind the curtain and watches two strange men in uniform walk down the street. They are leading an elderly man, dressed in civilian clothes. He lives alone and is ill. S. knows him. She sees one of them step into the courtyard and pull the gold chain from the neck of the woman standing there. Maybe that is what they really are, ordinary robbers pretending to be some sort of army. She tries to remember where she put her jewellery; they may leave her alone if she gives it to them right away. She is only a woman, after all.

Then three buses arrive.They pull up in front of the school where she lives and teaches. Three orange buses with grey markings on the side. A group of men alight from one of them. A few are wearing camouflage uniforms, the rest are not in uniform. They all have rifles. They spread out through the village.

Time passes but no one has appeared at her door as yet. Still, S. does not dare leave the school building. She still thinks that, except for the jewellery, there is nothing for them to find in her place. She thinks the soldiers will pass her by.

Then, just as she is making herself a coffee, she hears a commotion on the stairs and the shuffling of feet in front of the door to her apartment. S. knows that it is them and that it is too late. She feels as if she has missed the last train or failed to do something important, although she does not know exactly what that could be. It is only then that it occurs to her that she could have fled. That morning she could still have gone down into the courtyard, taken her bicycle and headed for the road. Perhaps she could have left even earlier, when the shooting had started in Sarajevo. Why had she stayed in the village? Why had she waited, what had she been hoping for?

She feels a tightness in her throat. Suddenly the door is kicked open. It was not locked, anyway. She had not even locked the door, that is how naïve she is. That wouldn’t have helped me anyway, S. thinks to herself, lying in the hospital in Stockholm. I go back to that moment for the nth time, and I’m still not sure that I understand how it all happened.

Standing at the door is a young man. He looks certain that she is waiting for him. S. is standing in the kitchen by the stove. She turns around and stops in mid-motion. She says not a word. We’ll collect all the people right here, the young man says quite loudly, although she asks him nothing. He does not say which people or why. This, she guesses, is supposed to serve as an explanation. S. is surprised that the young man does not shout louder and that he offers any explanation at all, rather than just the commands she is expecting. He is tall and thin, with long arms. He is wearing dirty camouflage pants and an undershirt. The black nail of his big toe is poking out of his torn cloth sneakers. S. notices the first traces of a moustache on the boyish face topping the long neck.

S. is still standing next to the stove as if paralysed. She does not dare move or speak. She realises that what she is looking at here is the face of war. Somebody simply opens the door of your apartment and war enters your life, enters you. She knows that from this moment on, there are no more obstacles standing between her and war.

He sizes her up. She does the same. Will he hit her? Will he ask for the jewellery? In the meantime she has found the little jewellery box and placed it within reach. The young man does not look dangerous, in spite of the rifle he is holding. He even seems to be blushing with embarrassment. Perhaps in his previous life someone had taught him to knock at the door first, because it is rude to burst into somebody else’s apartment. Perhaps that is what he is thinking when he walks into the little kitchen with its smell of coffee, but he promptly forgets it. Now that he has a rifle, he no longer needs to knock. He sees the girl staring at him, her body tense. He considers pointing his gun to frighten her even more. But he changes his mind, he slowly lifts the rifle toward his shoulder, then changes his mind again, and lowers it. S. does not move and he is satisfied. S. opts for a cautious smile.

Sit down, S. finally manages to say, do you want some coffee? She does not know what else to say. What she would really like to say is: I have nowhere to run, what’s all the rush? Quite unexpectedly, the young man accepts her invitation. He sits down. He props his rifle between his knees. He does not dare lean it against the wall. She sits down as well, facing him. He sips the freshly made coffee unhurriedly, as if the goings-on outside the kitchen have little to do with him. The coffee is hot and too sweet. She thinks she is perfectly calm, but she was perturbed enough to put too much sugar in the coffee. Now she wonders whether he will notice her agitation. But he simply sips his coffee in silence, as if absent from the situation.

To this day I am not sure why I offered him a cup of coffee, maybe I felt sorry for him, he was so childlike and gawky. I didn’t take him seriously yet, maybe because of his sneakers.

For a moment, everything is peaceful. The silence makes S. feel uneasy. For a moment she thinks of asking him to explain. Why? Just that one solitary question crouching inside her, coiled like a wild animal ready to pounce. What would happen if she were to ask it now, if she were finally to ask it? S. looks at the young man sitting across from her. His forehead is pimply. The hand holding the porcelain cup so awkwardly is strong and rough. It was probably holding a shovel only yesterday. If she were to ask that question, absolutely nothing would happen. It would be left to hang in the air between them. He would not understand it and would be furious that she had dared to ask him anything. S. would regret ever having asked it. Anyway, she had spent that whole morning guessing the answer.

The young man’s cup is empty. He is a soldier, after all, not your regular visitor, and he decides to prove it to her. He gets up and fingers his rifle. Pack your things, he says formally, you’re taking a trip. S. notices that he addresses her with the formal Vi, perhaps because he knows that she is a teacher. The peasants all address her with ti. Maybe he left school only recently, she thinks to herself, and the thought brings a smile to her face.

A trip? Naturally, he does not tell her where she is going or why she should be going on a trip in the first place.

People are already beginning to arrive in the gym on the ground floor. She hears them calling out to each other. S. thinks of the scene she saw on television last night, a busload of children leaving the war-afflicted area. Among them were babies. The women touched the glass of the windows, crying. The children waved. It had seemed to be happening somewhere else, and to someone else. Who knows why, but she thought something like that would not happen in this mountain village. Maybe that is what everybody thinks until it happens to them.

Rumours had already been spreading that the army was nearing the village. Some villagers sent their children off to relatives in Germany. She had been against that, the school year was not yet over. I told the parents that I would not be able to give their children their end of term grades. Who knows where they are today, or if they are alive? Some left themselves, thinking that it was only temporary and that they would be back once the situation calmed down. But the majority stayed. They had nowhere else to go. The men kept saying that they had nothing to fear, that they had always lived together with the Serbs, that they had no weapons anyway and that the army would establish peace.There were not many men in the village and most of them were elderly. The young ones were working in Slovenia or in towns across Bosnia. There was still no shooting in the area. They did not really believe that this was war, the beginning of war, not even when you couldn’t travel. And then the buses arrived.

The young man does not tell her, of course, where the buses will take them or how long the journey will take. She is certain that he has no idea himself. He just keeps telling her to hurry up, the buses are waiting. His voice sounds harsher with every word he utters. Soon he will start shouting, S. thinks to herself, trembling.

How else can you think about leaving home except as going on a trip? S. has to believe that she will return, even if she is thinking merely of her temporary place of residence. It is not easy to uproot a person. People are like plants. S. feels how tightly she is holding on to the familiarity of that reality, how she is clinging to things, to the land, to other people, to their language. She cannot even imagine at that moment that this barefaced young man is moving her out, not only from her apartment but from her country which, until he had stepped into her kitchen, she had thought of as being both his country and hers.

Through the open door of the room she sees her unmade bed and soft pillow, still bearing the impression of her head. The curtain is still billowing. S. feels as if neither this room nor the bed have any purpose in her life any more. She is fully aware that there is absolutely nothing she can do to change her situation.

How much time does she have to get ready? An hour? Five minutes? She walks around the apartment in an uncertain frame of mind. What should she take when she does not know where she is going? What kind of clothes? Just summer clothes or winter clothes as well? And what about books? Is there any point in taking along some books? She is sorry to leave the books and new stereo system behind. When you go on a trip, you know where you are going and when you are coming back, so you know exactly what to take along. But this is no ordinary trip. S. instinctively knows that she will not see this apartment, school or village for a long time. She thinks to herself that maybe she will not need anything wherever it is they are being taken to. Then she quickly suppresses this ominous thought.

She tries to be calm and collected. She should take with her only the bare essentials. They will probably put them in some sort of refugee centre. It cannot be for long. Or maybe they will immediately send them across the border, to Croatia, or even further. If there is a way, she will look for her relative in Zagreb. Nothing terrible has happened yet, which is why she tries to act as rationally as possible. She takes her blue canvas backpack which she usually carries on school excursions. From the drawers in her bedroom she takes some underwear, a few summer tops, a shirt, a sweater. She also puts into her backpack a photograph album, a jewellery box containing a gold chain, a pair of earrings and a medallion, an empty notebook and two ballpoint pens. Then there is her toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste, some soap, face cream and two packets of sanitary napkins and an extra package of cotton wool, which is all she has in the house at the moment. She cannot think what else she may need on this journey into the unknown.

If it were some earlier year, and not 1992, she would soon be getting ready in much the same way to go on summer vacation. First there would be the bus and then a boat. It had been like that last summer. She thinks of the coast. Every year she would spend the summer with her friends in M., where the boughs of the pine trees graze the water’s surface. When they swam at night their bodies would gleam like fish. She remembers B., the touch of his lips on her shoulder, and how he had slipped his hand through the opening in her dress and fondled her breasts. And later, the smell of his skin on the sheets. B., too, had been swept up by this maelstrom, but earlier. Even while they were on vacation, some were called up into the army. The shooting had already started in Croatia, but the two of them swam, grilled fish over a fire and did not believe any of it. They thought it was all far removed from them and not their concern. As if we were deliberately blind, we thought we could defend ourselves against the horror by not seeing it. By not looking …
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