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Dedicated to the perpetual succour of Jeff the Goblin


and the bloom of uncertainty










 ‘We are consistently losing our hedgerows, likened by one speaker to the blood supply system of the countryside. Only 2% of the country has native woodland. Over a quarter of Ireland’s regularly occurring bird species are in danger of extinction. At least one third of protected species are declining in population, an invisible tragedy happening both on land and under water. Almost 30% of our seminatural grasslands have been lost in the last decade. Less than half of our marine environment can be described as healthy. Over 70% of our peatlands are in bad status and only a small fragment remain intact. The majority of our agricultural soil is in a suboptimal state, contaminated by nitrates and phosphates. Most worryingly, our water quality – the very foundation of life – is continuing to decline, with almost 50% of freshwater systems in Ireland in poor and deteriorating condition. The Assembly was told that we are at a critical juncture. Without action, we will no longer be able to rely on nature for the very services we need to live.’ 


– Dr Aoibhinn Ní Shúilleabháín, 


Final Report of the Citizens’ Assembly


on Biodiversity Loss, March 2023










 ‘The Irish are a rude people, subsisting on the produce of their cattle only, and living themselves like animals. In the common course of things, mankind progresses from the forest to the field, from the field to the town, and to the social condition of citizens, but this nation holds agricultural labour in contempt, ignores the wealth of towns, as well as being exceedingly averse to civil institutions. Their pastures are short of herbage; cultivation is very rare, and there is scarcely any land sown. This want of tilled fields arises from the neglect of those who should cultivate them; for there are large tracts which are naturally fertile and productive. The whole habits of the people are contrary to agricultural pursuits, so that the rich glebe is barren for want of husbandmen, the fields demanding labour which is not forthcoming. This people inhabit a country so remote from the rest of the world, lying at its furthest extremity, they are thus secluded from civilized nations, they learn nothing, and practice nothing but the barbarism in which they are born and bred, and which sticks to them like a second nature.’ 


– Giraldus de Barri, Topographia Hibernica,


c. 1186 CE










The Donkey


There’s a donkey selling Christmas trees off the roundabout. Looking like a prick in the frost with a green elf’s hat on its head. On journeys to visit my father I’d find myself stuck in the five o’clock traffic, forced to witness the bleedings. I’d wipe condensation from the window, and see the red tears of blood drooling down the donkey’s face. And the boy in the baggy hi-vis jacket swiping in the night. The long stiff wire of a coat hanger in his hand. 


Every time he hit the donkey, he’d look up to the traffic. And I’d see a confused fear wash over him. Then he’d grit his teeth and hit the donkey again. As if bateing it was something he had no control over. The jacket falling off his shoulders. His fluorescent arm pinging hot like a green laser into the side of my eye. Impossible to ignore. The cruelty of it. Heehaw heeehaaaaaw. Godhelpus. 


And I’d see a new car parked, with red hazards blinking. Cheerful husbands buying Christmas trees from the boy, loading them into hatchbacks, without a fuck given towards the donkey. Cunts with no hearts.


 


And my father’s head was rotting above in St Camillus nursing home. Full of dirty knots that threw terrors at him. This made it all the worse. He was gradually being replaced by a new man, a man I’d never met, who had never met me. I put him there last June. I was eaten from the guilt of doing that. But I still endured the traffic and the abuse once a week to visit him. I’d make sure the nurses had attended to his dignity, changed his pyjamas, washed his body. This rude stranger melting in a bed. I did everything the way I was supposed to.


And then on the drives home I’d have a decent fucking cry. Fierce dramatic. The ones that start in the belly and boil hot on the forehead. I’d even go for the guttural roars. In private car darkness, no heat on so the windows fog and Ronan Keating full blast on the radio. I’d howl in a way I hadn’t done since I was three. I’d blubber that he was gone but still there. I’d call him Daddy to the windshield and bawl for the shock of what he’d have just said to me.


At this hour of the rot, my father could look through me with a polite formality, pursing his lips, as if I was serving him at a till. Or he might be a wordless newborn looking to suckle at my tit. Or other times, he’d grit his teeth with the venom you’d have for a robber in your home, and he’d reach for a mug at his bedside to assault me with. Terrified and vicious. And I didn’t have words or pictures for the weight of the feelings I’d get from that. These were new feelings that hadn’t been invented yet.


But the tears and the shouts stood to me in those first few months. My fists choking the steering wheel. The cries I’d have in that car would make some sense of the chaos in my belly. And that would be the end of it then for another week. When I shut that car door, that was it, out of me. Up the driveway, into the house, and off to bed. Waking up, eating breakfasts, videos of best goal compilations, cuddles with Maeve, even a few laughs with the lads in the office. I could clear through a two-foot pile of photocopying without any intrusive images of him clawing the sheets. 


Until the donkey got involved. Heehaww heehaw. And the tears became effort – it was like trying to piss with someone watching.


Who was I to feel sorry for myself when a donkey’s getting battered off a roundabout? So this one evening, I wondered to myself if my father would even notice if I was late. Would it be a better use of our time to try and intervene with the poor donkey instead? Maybe the story of it might stir something in him?


I reversed my Punto up on to the kerb and put my hazards on. I behaved like a man who was buying a Christmas tree. The boy in the hi-vis jacket was studying me the way an adult would. He was eleven or twelve with the look of parents who drank. 


To his left was the poor fucker of a donkey. It had a short rope around its neck, the cheap blue cord that’s made from plastic fibres. Tied around the hair. Her throat looked like someone slashed at it once a day. My heart burst acid down into my belly as I took in the landscape of her cuts. 


Wafer-thin sandwich ham, flittered pink skin. She had a head like chopped wood. Pocked around her face were wounds of different ages. Some healed and some scarred. Others new, open and wet, glistening back at the frost, winking with movement. 


Up close, I could see the stupid little green hat stapled to her ear. Dangling down around her cheek, I lifted it up with my baby finger. There was a colourful smell. The yellow flesh around the staples was septic and angry. Her ear was in a most unmerciful state. 


My donkey inspection was making the boy fierce uncomfortable. He turned his back to me and began sparring with the night air. Someone had trained him to box like that. Making unce unce noises with his mouth. Darting like a pissed-off wasp. The wire coat hanger poking up from under his hi-vis jacket.


I expected a flinch, or a jock from the donkey when I touched her ear. But she didn’t seem to care. Too accustomed to humans in her space. I had suspected for weeks that the donkey was female. I could just tell. In that soft way that you can gender an animal by its eyes. 


‘Thirty euro, for the small trees, I’ll do you two for fifty, and we’ll have no bother getting it in the back of your Punto either,’ the boy says to me. 


‘I’m here about this poor donkey,’ says I. ‘You’ve her sliced up to bits. I’ve seen you with that coat hanger, snaking it off her face. What need is there for that?’ 


The boy took on a Conor McGregor pose, with his tongue out like he’d fight me. No care that I was in my thirties. 


‘You know nothing about her,’ he says. ‘She’s stone mad, she gets them cuts herself inside in her pen. Bateing her head off the walls. I’ve no coat hanger. Search me if you want. I’m only selling Christmas trees. The donkey is for the cars. She’s an advertisement. Well looked after,’ he said, pointing towards a plastic bucket of orange straw in the frozen mud.


I felt a type of justified anger at the base of my spine above my arse. The one that makes you do good things. As if something beyond drove my tongue to say words. 


‘I’ll give you two hundred euro, in cash, now,’ I said. ‘If you hand that donkey over to me. I’ll take her, and I’ll bring her to the donkey sanctuary on the northside. She’ll have a length of grass and happiness.’ 


A pause and a squint from the boy, and he dug his little raw sausage fingers up into his mouth, and bit on the tips. 


‘Howld on a second and I ring the boss,’ he said.


The boy took out one of them tiny black phones that are bought for throwing away, and disappeared into a shadow. 


I moved closer to the donkey. She clopped back twice and turned orange under the street light. 


I could see her entire body now. The injuries from the coat hanger were mostly on her face and neck. There were no cuts on her torso but her fur was matted and knotted from neglect. There’s an accountant in work called Froggy with a Solpadeine addiction and the donkey’s tail reminded me of his posture. A sad little tail weighed down by cakey dung. The steam from her nose rose high in the ice. I met her gaze, as if I had telepathy. I was hoping for something back, her voice in my head, an understanding that I was saving her. It wasn’t there – she was empty from the mistreatment. 


I had reached the point of no return. It was 5.25 p.m. on my watch. The Christmas traffic was very bad. If I was to opt out now, I’d never get up to my father anyway. I felt a strain of relief. 


The boy returned from the far side of the roundabout. The McGregor facade had lifted and he displayed the enthusiasm of a child his age, like someone had just called him a good son. 


‘Boss says you can take her for four hundred euro.’ Chirping, with the palm of his little hand out. 


I paused. Four hundred was a lot of money. I had it, but spending it on a fucking battered donkey, two weeks from Christmas? That would require a lot of explaining to Maeve, and she had been VERY understanding.


I slapped the boy’s palm in agreement. 


‘Hold on and I’ll go across to the ATM. Don’t move from here,’ I told him. 


‘I’m going nowhere,’ he said.


The wind was blades on my face as I walked across two lanes of traffic. Cars don’t really stop at that hour of the evening. People drive around you, distracted. Already have their heads on their couches with dinner and Netflix. Maybe they’re all crying?


The screen of the ATM showed a balance of five hundred and eighty euro. Sure what was another four hundred with the money I’d spent on my father’s care over the past two years? I withdrew the cash and returned to the boy.


 


Fitting an adult donkey into the back seat of a two-door Fiat Punto is difficult, to say the least. Though not impossible. I could talk about how easy it would have been if I hadn’t sold the Range Rover, but I won’t. 


I felt the traffic slowing down to watch as I pushed her big grey arse past the gearstick. Heeehaww heeehawwww. Conor McGregor grabbed her legs to stuff them into the back seat. We found a balance, with the passenger seat fully reclined, and the donkey’s head up front with her chin on the dash. There was very little room for me, but the door closed with the donkey inside. The sanctuary on the northside was about thirty minutes of traffic away.


I said to the boy, ‘What do you call her?’ 


‘Susan,’ he said. 


I heard a voice behind me shout: ‘Only in Limerick!’ 


It was a stubbly yob with his window rolled down, his grin lit up turquoise in the dark. He was recording me on an iPhone. 


I wanted him to see a good man. A caring man. A man who took the time out of his evening, to stop and rescue a misfortunate abused donkey, at Christmas of all times. 


‘Only in Limerick?’ Was this a joke to him? Did he think I was having a laugh?


The donkey and I crawled along Mulgrave Street as I fought the strain on the chassis. Driving became as physical as a cycle, the accelerator pushed back on my foot. The gearstick rattled and the metal undercarriage squeaked against tarmac. My chin was on the steering wheel. The donkey’s heartbeat thumped against my spine like a Ronan Keating song. Her lagging jacket lungs heated the car and exhaled a dripping condensation that was pointless to wipe away.


You don’t fully appreciate how large a donkey’s head is until it’s beside you in a Fiat Punto. The view in my mirror was furry and violent. I was driving blind. And the car took on a barnyard stink. That sugary blend of fresh shit and hay. There was powerful blast of cheese too. The elf’s hat stapled to Susan’s ear was tickling my face. A maggot from a sore dropped down on my jacket and I did gawks from the thought of fried rice. Heeehawww heeehawww. This was very difficult. But the suffering was necessary. I did not regret this decision. Even when the cars were overtaking me and beeping in frustration. 


A business-looking man in a Beemer rolled down his window with a ‘what the fuck are you playing at’ face, but he never got them words out when his eyes met the donkey behind the foggy windscreen. He rolled the window back up because this was none of his business. 


I tried to have a little cry, but it wouldn’t come. It must have been the adrenaline.


 


I felt the ghost of my da’s brain wibble inside my skull where my brain was. My father was the type of man who’d have rescued a donkey in his time. A vet he was. Who’d take his work home with the size of his heart. He never ate meat. He would scatter bread out for robins when the ground was hard. Stepped over snails. Mouth-to-mouth on an epileptic rat. He’d draw a litter of kittens to the back door and put himself out of pocket feeding them. 


Our childhood dog was a nervous lurcher called Flap who had a grin like a smashed seashell. He had crawled into the arse of an engine for warmth because the mange took his coat. A zombie-looking dog who’d frightened me. My da nursed the wiry fur back on to his gooey skin with love and patience. He would have been in this car with an abused donkey and not a fuck given towards what anyone else thought of it.


But this man was not the usurper above in St Camillus nursing home. Gums sloppy with sausage and black pudding from the fingers of a nurse. And him calling me a paedophile priest and a dirty pervert. This twisted new man who spoke about thumbs up arses and spit on tits, this sex man, who shat hatred and unfounded accusations at me whenever I’d visit. In September, he thought I was a brent goose and tried to repair my beak. I resisted, and he howled until an orderly would stick their head in the door like I was harming him. And the red face on me. This man who hated his son. That rude stranger. 


‘If I ever get that way, I want to be put down,’ he said to me last year.


 


I turned to Susan and said: ‘Do you think he took the bad turn because I couldn’t afford the private nursing home any more? Did the shock of that cause the dementia knots to twist?’ 


And Heehaaw heeehaw, she replied, and the wound on her neck opened up. It winked pinky, shiny, and I felt her voice vibrate through my hands on the steering wheel. 


The hot tears were forming behind my eyes, but they still wouldn’t come. I thought about the video I’d seen online, where a squinty old American woman briefly regained her personality when they played her songs from her youth. She smiled at her daughters, and they smiled back.


‘We haven’t far to go,’ I said to Susan, ‘you’ll have no worries in the sanctuary. They’ll clean you up and you’ll never be hit with a coat hanger again. No more selling Christmas trees. You’ll frolic in a long garden with the other donkeys. Like a donkey heaven but you’ll be alive. You’re very lucky you met a kind man like me, Susan. I’ll tell himself all about you. It might stir something up in him?’ 


She didn’t respond, and her black pudding eyelids reminded me of my father above in his bed. 


Susan, at what point do you accept that the person you love is dead, even though their body is still here?


 


The air of the northside tasted of the peat smoke bite that it gets in December. Toothy little tenements and Fanta orange clouds over a trolley in a ditch. 


The woman who came to the gate of the donkey sanctuary had the face of someone who had forgotten whether they liked donkeys or not. I’d been expecting a different face, an ‘aren’t you a kind man for taking the time out to rescue a donkey and so close to Christmas’ face. 


We pulled Susan from the Punto and they cut off her green elf’s hat with pliers, and replaced it with a plastic tag. 


‘Will ye find her a good home?’ I asked. 


‘I dunno love, its face is half septic. The vet will decide what happens to it,’ she said. 


And Susan said heehaw heehaw clop clop as they walked her into a concrete pen.


The passenger seat of the Punto was fucked. Busted backwards on a permanent incline. There were no tears left at the bottom of me. I did everything the way I was supposed to. I was selfless. 


And this one evening, the evening with the donkey, I wondered to myself if my father would even notice if I ever went back to visit him.










The Pistils of the Dandelions


The tomcat’s penis was barbed with backwards keratinised spines. This made the coitus incredibly painful for their mother. She had been in heat and mated with two other toms that day. This one had long white fur and different coloured eyes. His two front canines lodged into the marmalade tabby hair at the back of her skull. She howled an agonising wail. He withdrew and attempted to scrape out the semen of the previous male using his barbs. His efforts were not successful.


 


They were born under a purple morning sun. In a nest of styrofoam and rags assembled by their mother in a tarmac wasteland, against the back wall of a corrugated hardware store. The type of yellow land you see with the side of your eye. Between the retail parks. Where cars dump washing machines.


Brother and sister. Conceived by two different fathers. A rare thing but still natural within the superfecund reproductive system of cats. The female kitten came out a brilliant black, almost blue, with the tiger patterns of an orange tabby revealing itself across her belly. Her brother was born piss-yellow white, with a pink nose and pink little paws like his father. Their mother stretched her long orange torso in among the rags and licked her two new kittens clean. She gently nudged their faces towards her nipples to take her milk. They both fed voraciously. She mewed and rattled a gentle sound that was just for the comfort of her two small babies. Her paws flexed out and revealed ten sharp talons. She purred with great awe and pride at the two balls of fluff that she had just given birth to. Hidden among the nettles and dandelions in the styrofoam and polyester rags. A family. The kittens let out their tiny meows into the night against the whoosh of nearby cars.


On the first morning after their birth, a collection of crows were gathering near the wasteland. Peppering the horizon. They followed the rubbish trucks that serviced the hardware store. A raggedy black crow heard the mews of the two kittens and soon alerted the rest. Hungry for the sweet new organs and innards of day-old babies. Two flew down to where the kittens lay blind and helpless with their mother. The crows worked in pairs. One would hobble close to her, cawing, teasing, outstretching his black wings, drawing her out and distracting her, while his accomplice stalked her two kittens behind her back. She fought them off with a guttural ferocity. She swiped, hissed and spat. Directing attention at one crow, and then flipping back to attack the other. A frenzy overtook her. She arched her spine and her tail was electric with spiky fur. She found a roar in her belly that rumbled like a petrol lawnmower. The rest of the crows watched from atop a grey steel fence, some perched on the security cameras that were fixed to the green corrugate of the hardware store. All cawing, cheering, fanatic, hoping for a fresh meal. This was sport. 


The two crows gave up, and the entire flock disappeared with slapping noises, flying off in search of the rubbish bins. The mother cat was too ferocious for them, too protective of her beloved new kittens.


Her heart beat fast and her energy was low from labour and producing milk. She returned to the nest to find that the little male had a scarlet stain on his white face. He was screeching out with his tiny toothless pink mouth open. One of the crows had tried to peck his eye while her back was turned. His eyes which had not even opened to the world. The mother licked his face in a panic. She cleaned away the blood with her tongue. She did this every single day to keep the wound clean.


The kitten and his sister fed at her teat. Their mother licked his eye at every opportunity. Caring for the bloodied area, helping it to heal. She had saved him from death, but after a week, as they opened, the injured eye scabbed and the eyeball was rejected by his skull. It hung brown and dry from his face, and so his mother licked it off and cleaned the socket. He had one blue eye; the other might have been green like his father’s.


 


She continued to care for her kittens. Always watching them, vocalising, dedicating her every decision and movement to their survival. Now a few weeks old, with a spring in their jumps. The girl, fluffy and black with two green eyes. The boy with one eye was an ochre white. Playful and mewing. They nipped at their mother’s heels. They followed her through the tarmac and the briars, over the broken glass, under the abandoned car at the far end. They pounced on rusted Coke cans, and dived at dandelion clocks, sending the fluff of the flower floating over the wasteland. Having only one eye, the male kitten would always miss his target when he tried to pounce on a wasp or a butterfly. The female kitten would nip at her mother’s dangling teats while she walked, and the mother would swipe and pin the kitten to the tarmac, with a firm but gentle bite on her little throat. To let the kitten and her brother know that they were getting too old for her milk now.


The family cut a trail through nettles and would use it to travel to the perimeter of the wasteland to feed beside the iron fence. It was very common for hungry cats to die from eating poisoned rats. They were slow and easy to catch. So people would visit in the evenings. To push paper bags through the fence and scatter dry cat food in huge piles on the ground. Hordes of feral cats depended on this. These feedings drew out all of the stray cats in the nearby area. Different colonies and groupings of cats with their own hierarchies. The sun through the railings cast lanky blue shadows and it cut across them all. Solitary cats who didn’t belong to a group always ate the food last. To break this rule meant ferocious fighting.


She and her two kittens were solitary. She had never settled with a colony, so the family would rummage around the tarmac for itinerant brown nuggets with the other lone cats. This took a lot longer than feeding directly from the piles. But their mother didn’t feel as nervous around humans as the other cats in the wasteland. She had the way of a cat that might have been close to a human at one point in her kittenhood. She was abandoned maybe. Let out of a car. It was too long ago. Occasionally, during the feedings, she would rub against the perimeter fence to the delight of the humans. She would meow like a kitten would, using an interspecies body language that she must have learned somewhere. It wasn’t natural. A way of behaving that the other feral cats didn’t possess. Those cats always kept a cautious distance from the humans on the other side of the fence, even when they held out food in their palms. A strict separation that wild animals understood as instinct. But when the orange tabby mother would rub against the fence, and mew like a kitten, a human would lay down food, for her and her kittens only. She would allow a hand to stroke her back through the metal. Her kittens learned to emulate this by watching their mother. This is when they got the best feeds, and it stood to them. It gave them a slight advantage during the evening feedings by the perimeter fence.


 


There wasn’t much to be hunted in the wasteland. It was overgrown tarmac and concrete. Tufts of grass broke through in little islands. A few hawthorn shrubs sprang up here and there. It was mostly nettle, dandelion, thistle and dock leaf. Anything with a shallow root that could survive on moss or muck over stone. Spiderwebs would glisten between the grass at sunset. Hedgehogs or hares never got that far with all the cars. The lack of soil kept insect life to a minimum. The council sprayed weedkiller through the fence once a year, so everything was bleached yellow around the edges – nothing had a chance. A mouse or a shrew hadn’t much business in there. Nowhere to burrow, no invertebrates to eat. The retail park beside the wasteland was no place for rats either. The hardware store kept Rentokil on hire 24/7, laying out poison and traps. A rat hadn’t been seen there in years. A fox might pass through the fence, sniff the air and leave. Other than that, just the odd pigeon or crow. Staying safe high on the fences, electrical wires and corrugated roofs overhead. 


But there were plenty of cats in the wasteland. Hundreds of cats a day, mostly belonging to the colonies, skulking across, marking territory. Toms fighting, the ammonia spice of their piss hovering low, basking if there was a bit of sun. But no hunting to speak of. This was dead ground in the wasteland.


The small kittens still pounced on anything that moved. Living or dead. An ant, a crisp packet bothered by a breeze. Their mother’s eyes were sharpened to this. Even with the full belly from the feedings by the perimeter fence. The hairs on her ears would prick up at the sound of a smaller animal. It was this instinct that brought her to the hawthorn bush. The one that grew out from disturbed tarmac beside the abandoned car. The rust fed it iron in the soil, so its bark was blood red. It was larger than the others, about seven-foot tall with dense spiny branches and thick olive leaves.


The melody of a blackbird had been filling the wasteland in the mornings. It was a male who sang. Slick black feathers and a chest that gloated when he whistled. And there was a quieter female who had built a small nest at the top of the hawthorn bush. Nuzzling and proud, continental quilting her chicks with a bright citrus beak and eyes like drops of ink. He sang every morning and evening, to announce his territory, to protect his mate and their babies in their nest. He sang about taking care of his family.


The mother cat and her kittens had been sniffing and searching around the hawthorn. She could hear the blackbird above her. But the hawthorn was too treacherous to climb, with sharp spines on the branches. A native bird in a native tree. This was a natural defensive structure for a blackbird’s nest. She attempted it, but decided not to climb any further in case she became injured or trapped.


For three days she stalked the hawthorn bush. Whenever she heard the chirpy song. Laying low with her belly stuck to the tarmac. Wiggling her backside. Her kittens did the same, watching their mother hunt. When the blackbird would sing, her eyes would fix upward with a mania in them, pupils blossoming into black circles, and her mouth became possessed – her gums would rattle and clack, making a rapid eck eck eck noise, as if she was impersonating the bird to call it down.


On the fourth day, demented from his song, she heard a tiny chirp under the hawthorn, among the thickets of coarse grass and nettles adjacent the rusted car. It was a baby blackbird who had fallen from the nest. Flicking its neck and jittering the green blades of grass. Its large grey head and strange skin-covered eyes, jerking like a leather puppet, screaming for its mammy with a yellow mouth. The cat dived on the tiny bird and held it between her lips. It wriggled excitedly under her chin. She walked high on the pads of her paws with her head up as she delivered the hatchling to her kittens. The black kitten pounced on the bird first. Leaping playfully, pounding and mashing her paws on the little body. Gumming her teeth around its face. Standing on her hind legs with her tail stabilising her torso. Cheap chip cheaaaap. Coming down. Swiping with her paw, and the bird’s featherless wing stuck in her small claws. Her claws like needles. She tried shaking the bird off her paw as if her paw was wet. Driven by a curiosity about killing, but not understanding how to do it.


The two blackbirds watched silently from atop the hawthorn while the kitten used their baby for practice. A cruel, slow and drawn-out procedure. The animal didn’t die from any one wound or piercing, it died from the shock of it all. The cats didn’t eat the bird.


The orange tabby then directed her attention to her male kitten who had yet to toy with the bird. His white shoulders were turned towards his mother and sister. The mother mewed to get his attention; he didn’t move, his pink ears didn’t cock, so she slowly walked over to him. He was staring off in a different direction, his one blue eye focussed on a bumblebee around a thistle. He was becoming deaf. The same as his father. An affliction common to cats with white coats.
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