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  The Elephant Bag
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  If Nina had been feeling anything like her normal self, she wouldn’t have sat by herself at the back of the bus. In any other mood,

  she’d have liked coming home across the high moorland road, instead of walking from the primary school in Chapel Street, the way she’d done for four years. Usually, she’d have

  loved seeing the slopes patched tawny-green in afternoon sunlight, and the stone buildings of Crowdenbridge huddled in the valley; the town looked so small, from up here, surrounded by moorland in

  every direction, wide and wild and windswept as far as she could see.




  But today wasn’t at all normal. Not a single thing about it was normal.




  It wasn’t just because she was wearing brand-new uniform, and starting at a big new school; she’d been ready for that, even looking forward to it. Now, though, there was only one

  thing she was waiting for, and that seemed no likelier to happen than it had seemed yesterday, or the day before that. Each day offered nothing but hopelessness stacked on hopelessness till it was

  too big a burden to carry.




  For the third time since boarding the bus, Nina flicked open her mobile, just in case there was a text message. There was nothing new since Dad’s Hope u had a gd day. C u @

  5.30.




  What about Mum? What could she be doing to make her forget what today was? No text from her, no good luck wishes: nothing at all, not since the message Nina had saved on Sunday. She

  opened that one, and stared and stared, as if the words might expand themselves into new sentences that made some kind of sense.




  Love you – see you soon xxx




  Staring didn’t help; it turned the letters into shapes and patterns that held no meaning. It was only when Nina blinked and looked out of the window that she could think at all

  clearly.




  Soon? When was soon? It was Thursday now, and that message was four days old. What could have happened since, for Mum not to be in touch? Not a message, not a phone call, nothing! Nina

  dizzied herself every time she thought of the possibilities.




  The bus was coming down into the valley now, winding its way round the steep hairpin bend that led into Church Street. It felt so different here in the town, away from the gusty moorland heights

  where the landscape was tinted by sun and cloud in turns. Down here it was all streets and people, traffic and busyness. The driver stopped in the marketplace and children and teenagers piled out, their Tiptonstall uniform a stream of grey and red that broke into fragments as they went their different ways. Nina

  got slowly to her feet, shouldering her new rucksack, last to leave. The only people not getting off here were the handful who lived in Settlebank, on the far side of the valley.




  A girl near the front looked up at Nina and smiled. ‘Bye! See you tomorrow.’




  ‘Bye,’ Nina mumbled, and clumped down the steps. She was too slow to recognise, too gloomy to smile back, too late to recall that this girl was the one she’d sat next to in

  History.




  Four girls from Nina’s class at junior school had also started at Tiptonstall; most had gone to Swithinside, a much bigger school two miles in the other direction. But none of those four

  had been put into her form group, and she’d been too despondent to bother looking out for them at break or lunchtime. On the bus, they’d sat at the front, but Nina hadn’t felt

  like talking. She didn’t hurry to catch them up now.




  This girl, the one who’d just called goodbye, had surprised Nina when she’d stood up at the end of History by being so tall that she could have been taken for a Year Nine or

  Ten. Nina herself was small for her age, something she’d noticed today more than ever before, as she made her way along corridors full of much bigger people. What she noticed about this girl

  – Cat, Nina remembered, short for Caitlin – was her hair: long, fair and straight, with little plaits at the sides that looped back into her ponytail. She had an interesting pencil

  case, not a furry or shiny one like most people’s, but made of thick purple fabric, sofa-ish, with patterned collagey bits sewn on. Perhaps she’d made it herself. Nina thought it would

  be stuffed with a rainbow array of gel pens, but when she glanced inside there was only one perfectly pointed pencil, a sharpener and an old-fashioned ink pen, the sort that had a nib.




  Cat had been friendly, but for Nina, being friendly back felt like too much effort. Getting to the end of the day had been her only aim: a day when Dad might have heard from Mum, or found out

  something. He must have done; he must. Perhaps, at the very least. She would cling to perhaps. There couldn’t be silence from Mum, and nothing but silence. It just

  wasn’t possible. Wasn’t bearable.




  Nina turned the corner into Mill Street and walked along to her aunts’ shop.




  She loved Second-Hand Rose. There it was, between the baker’s and the florist’s: its door with the sign that said Donations Welcome, and its big front window. From habit, Nina

  paused before going in, because Aunt Rose’s displays were always eye-catching. That was the best that could be said about them.




  ‘There she goes, messing things about,’ Aunt Nell would say, tutting, but the ever-changing window, done in Aunt Rose’s peculiar style, did make people stop and look. Aunt Nell

  had to grant that.




  This week, Aunt Rose was featuring hats.




  ‘You want to make it seasonal,’ Aunt Nell was always telling her. ‘Who’s going to buy summer clothes in autumn?’ But once Aunt Rose had an idea, she

  wouldn’t be swayed. Having decided on hats, she must have put out every kind of hat she could find: flimsy summery hats, beach hats, berets and beanies, a riding helmet, a fur trapper hat

  with flaps that came down at the sides, and even two of those silly feathery things women wear at weddings, that made Nina think of sea anemones waving their fronds in a warm current.




  Second-Hand Rose owned a rather old mannequin, known as the White Lady. She had features as pale as flour, sculpted white hair, an impossibly slender waist, long thin arms and white fingernails.

  Downcast as she was, Nina couldn’t help giving a little smile, or at least the start of a smile. The White Lady’s outfit was topped by a scarlet jester’s hat with a crown of

  points, each tipped with a small bell. With this strange headgear, she wore a blue gingham dress, a quilted waistcoat, and silver evening gloves. As a finishing touch, Aunt Rose had belted the

  waistcoat by knotting an orange scarf around it.




  Nina couldn’t help imagining that the White Lady wore a haughty expression: part huff, part sulk. This random mishmash, she seemed to say, wasn’t her style at all. She deserved

  better.




  The doorbell jangled as Nina went in. At once Aunt Rose rushed over and crushed her in a big, perfume-scented hug.




  ‘Sweetheart! How was your day?’




  Aunt Nell was behind the till, doing something with a reel of paper. ‘Hello, Nina. Come and tell us all about it.’




  There were two customers in the shop: a woman on her knees, sorting through books, and an elderly man who was scowling at the shoe-rack. Nina wriggled free, because it was a bit embarrassing,

  the way Aunt Rose greeted her as if she’d survived a long and perilous sea-voyage. She went over to Aunt Nell, who gave her a much more restrained kiss, and a questioning glance.




  For two years now, Nina had been coming to Second-Hand Rose after school, and helping her aunts – great-aunts they were, really – until Mum or Dad came to collect her on the way home

  from work, Dad in his van, or Mum on foot from her shift at the supermarket. Aunt Rose and Aunt Nell always wanted to hear about Nina’s day – anything funny that had happened, anything

  silly or special, any gossip, any marvellous achievement on her part. Nina was skilled at elaborating, embroidering and even inventing; she knew how the aunts loved this part of the afternoon.




  ‘Oh, Nina,’ Aunt Rose would say. ‘A ray of sunshine, you are.’




  Today, though, Nina didn’t feel in the least like a ray of sunshine. She felt like a creeping fog of gloom.




  ‘It was all right, thanks,’ she said. ‘Fine.’




  ‘Oh, but Nina!’ Aunt Rose clasped her hands together in dismay. ‘Was it really that bad?’




  ‘She said it was fine,’ said Aunt Nell, getting the till going with a little whirr.




  ‘Oh, but I want to hear about everything! The lessons, the classrooms, the lunch, the teachers, the other children. Are they nice, Nina, the other children? Have you got a friend in your

  class?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Nina, because she knew that Aunt Rose wanted a yes so badly; ‘her name’s Cat. She comes home on the same bus.’




  ‘Cat! How lovely. And does she look like a cat? Some girls do, you know, if they’ve got pointy cat faces and green eyes.’




  ‘Not really. It’s short for Caitlin.’




  ‘Leave the poor girl alone!’ said Aunt Nell, briskly. ‘Can’t you see she’s tired? Nina can tell us all about it when she’s ready. Why don’t you leave

  that great muddle and make us all a nice cup of tea?’




  Aunt Rose looked down at her feet. Nina saw that she’d been sorting through a big carrier bag full of oddments of wool – balls and skeins that spilled out in a multicoloured

  tangle.




  ‘Yes, I think I will,’ she said. ‘I’ve made biscuits. Fat rascals, Nina, your favourites. I knew you’d be hungry.’




  ‘Is Jake here?’ Nina asked, hoping he would be.




  ‘In the cellar, sorting,’ said Aunt Nell. ‘If you feel like giving him a hand, I’m sure he’d like the company.’




  Nina went into the storeroom behind the shop. There was a tiny kitchen on one side, next to a flight of steps that led down to the cellar.




  The cellar was big and cool, lit by dangling light bulbs. There were shelves and hangers all round the walls, and a large table in the centre. Jake, at the table, had surrounded himself with

  piles of books, cuddly toys, plates and dishes, pots and pans. When he heard Nina clomping down, he looked up, with his dazzling smile. It always astonished her that someone as quiet and private as

  Jake could have such an utterly surprising smile, as if a different, radiantly cheerful person showed himself, just for a second.




  Today she was pleased to be with Jake, because he wouldn’t ask questions. Jake just was. He was one of the volunteers who helped in the shop. Most of the others were ladies of about

  the aunts’ age, and one or two men, but Jake was only twenty. He’d recently come out of hospital, a special hospital for people who’d had breakdowns. Nina wasn’t quite sure

  what that meant: she imagined Jake slumped in a corner like a toy with a run-down battery, like most of the toys donated to Second-Hand Rose. Now he was getting himself going again, slowly, and

  Aunt Nell had told Nina that helping in the shop was a very important step for him, a sign of progress.




  ‘You must be especially nice to him, the dear boy,’ Aunt Rose said. ‘Be patient. Be kind. I know you will.’




  Jake was fine, as long as he didn’t have to speak to customers. He preferred to be down in the cellar, sorting, humming along to tunes on the radio. Nina liked sorting, too, so they often

  spent an hour or two together in the afternoons, not saying much, just the occasional ‘What on earth d’you think this is?’ or ‘I can’t imagine anyone wearing

  that, can you?’ as they fished various items out of the bags.




  What Nina liked about going through the donations was that you never knew what might turn up. Among the scrumpled clothes and the chipped teapots there might be something really valuable –

  a diamond necklace, perhaps, or a small carved ornament that turned out to be a priceless work of art from Japan. Neither of these things actually had turned up, but it was fun to imagine.

  Her job and Jake’s was to sort stuff into categories – belts, children’s clothes, toys – for the aunts to look at later. Any hopelessly worn or shabby clothes would go for

  fabric recycling; others were washed and ironed and put out on the display racks. Items that might be valuable were put aside for Aunt Nell, who knew quite a lot, and had an antiques-dealer friend

  who would look at anything she thought promising. Nina had been disappointed several times, though, by finding what she thought were diamonds or gold, only to have them dismissed by Aunt Nell as

  worthless and put in the fifty pence tray.




  ‘Ooo – werrr – ta-da-da-da – oooo,’ sang Jake, with the radio.




  Nina dumped her rucksack on the floor. ‘What shall I start on?’




  ‘Bags there,’ Jake said, nodding towards the corner, where Nina saw the usual collection of bursting and overflowing sacks, bags and boxes. She cuddled the biggest black sack and

  lifted it, her face turned against the plasticky softness. Her sideways glance lighted on the shelf where handbags and holdalls were stacked, and smaller bags hung from hooks. Something jumped out

  at her with startling familiarity. She laid the bin-bag on the table, and turned back, staring, then went closer, to touch.




  A fabric bag, indigo-blue, with a large appliqué elephant in shades of turquoise, embroidered with silver threads.




  Mum’s elephant bag. Her favourite. A bag that Mum would never give away, ever. Not even to Second-Hand Rose.
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  The Green Crocodile
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  ‘What’s that doing here?’ Nina demanded.




  Jake stood rigid with panic for a moment, then turned slowly and focused. Whenever anyone asked him a direct question, he thought he’d been caught doing something wrong.




  Nina hadn’t meant to shout. ‘It’s my mum’s bag, you see,’ she told him, lowering the volume several notches. ‘And Mum’s disappeared. Gone. No one knows

  where.’ It was no good; her voice trembled. She couldn’t say those things in a matter-of-fact way.




  ‘Oh. Yes,’ said Jake, as if he knew already. The aunts must have told him. They’d probably said, ‘Be nice to Nina,’ just as Aunt Rose had told Nina to be nice to

  Jake.




  ‘How long has it been here?’ Nina asked, fizzing with frustration, because Jake just couldn’t be hurried. She picked up the bag, smelled it, unfastened the loop at the top that

  held it together and looked inside for some clue or message. But it held none of Mum’s familiar clutter: lip-salves, perfume spray, spare socks or a cardigan. It was completely empty.




  Jake put on his concentrating face, an expression that made his gaze seem to disappear inside his head. ‘Someone brought it in,’ he said, after several moments’ thought.




  ‘But how could that have happened? It’s my mum’s bag! She uses it when she goes to yoga – she’d never give it away!’




  ‘Dunno. Saw it here . . . um . . . Tuesday.’




  ‘Tuesday? How could it have been Tuesday?’




  Jake just looked back at her, not understanding the weirdness of Mum’s bag being here in the cellar when no one had seen anything of Mum herself since last Friday.




  ‘Tuesday. Definitely,’ he told her. ‘P’raps it’s not hers. Another one the same. Where’d she get it?’




  ‘I don’t know. She’s had it ages.’




  ‘Might be lots of them,’ said Jake.




  ‘No, this is Mum’s. I know it’s hers.’ Nina bent over the bag, and pushed her face inside. There was the faintest smell of Mum’s perfume, sweet and spicy.

  Patchouli, it was called. Other elephant bags might exist, but it was too much to believe that there was another one in Crowdenbridge, identical to Mum’s and smelling of the same perfume she

  wore.




  ‘Tea’s ready, darlings!’ called Aunt Rose from the top of the steps. ‘Shall I bring it down, or are you coming up?’




  The aunts would know how and when the bag had got here. Spending most of his time in the cellar, Jake didn’t usually see the donations until he started unpacking them.




  ‘We’ll come up,’ Nina shouted back. ‘OK, Jake?’




  She saw the look of doubt cross his face; then he swallowed and made himself taller. ‘Yeah.’




  Still holding the elephant bag, Nina went first up the stairs. Jake kept close behind, as if he might lose his nerve and bolt back down unless he did it quickly, in one go. They reached the top

  with a sense of triumph. Nina glanced through to the shop to see if it was suddenly thronging with customers, but there was only one, the man who came in every week to look for railway books.

  ‘Here we are, loves.’ Aunt Rose came out of the kitchen with a tray, and looked round for somewhere to put it down. ‘Jake, sweetheart, can you move that crocodile?’




  A green velvet crocodile, nearly as long as the spread of Nina’s arms, sat on top of the chest of drawers. It had a ferocious expression and big pointy teeth that gaped wide, revealing a

  blood-red lining to its mouth.




  Jake picked it up and looked at it, puzzled. ‘Been here before.’




  ‘Has it?’ Nina wasn’t much interested.




  ‘Yeah. I sorted it last week. Someone bought it, same day.’ Jake upended the crocodile in an umbrella-stand, where only its bright green tail stuck out. Nina couldn’t help

  thinking how uncomfortable that looked, so put it the other way up, with its double row of teeth snarling at the ceiling.




  ‘Here’s the fat rascals. I know you both like them,’ said Aunt Rose. On a plate were two big round biscuits, with faces: glacé-cherry eyes, and grimacing almond teeth

  that were almost as fierce as the crocodile’s. ‘Help yourselves.’




  Nina loved fat rascals, but she hardly glanced at them. ‘Aunt Rose, when did this come in?’ She held up the bag. ‘It’s my mum’s – but she didn’t bring

  it, did she? She couldn’t have.’




  ‘No, dear. Your dad brought a couple of boxes in, though.’




  ‘Dad did?’




  ‘Yes. Now, when would that have been?’ Aunt Rose frowned deeply. ‘Yes. Yes. Last Wednesday it must have been, or was it Thursday? Said your mum was having a

  clear-out.’




  Nina tried the phrase in her head. A clear-out? People talked about clearing out stuff, but they also said clear out the way you might say clear off. But Dad couldn’t

  have meant that. He hadn’t known, then.




  ‘Yes, that’s what he said,’ Aunt Rose went on, nodding. ‘Brought in two or three cardboard boxes. Clothes, mostly.’




  ‘Jake said Tuesday, didn’t you, Jake?’ said Nina.




  Jake nodded. ‘Um. This Tuesday.’




  ‘Mm, that would be right,’ said Aunt Rose. ‘We were so chock-full last week, I put a lot of stuff in the shed out the back. It wasn’t till Monday that Ivy brought it all

  in. I think it was Ivy – Monday’s the day she usually comes. Nell was out, and we were busy with customers, so Ivy didn’t have time for much sorting. She probably took the bag

  downstairs just before we closed, so Jake didn’t see it till Tuesday. That makes sense.’ Absent-mindedly, she broke a piece off the remaining fat rascal and put it in her mouth, then

  realised and handed the rest to Nina. ‘Eat this, dear, while there’s still some left.’




  ‘So Mum had a big sort-out just before she went.’ Nina felt certain that this was a Clue. ‘What else was in the boxes? Can you remember?’




  ‘No, dear, I’m afraid I don’t know. You can ask Ivy, but she won’t be in again till next week.’




  ‘Jake? Can you remember what else was there?’




  Jake shook his head slowly. ‘Loads of stuff from the shed. Don’t remember anything special.’




  Oh, this was so frustrating! Nina gazed around the storeroom, at the clothes hanging on rails waiting for Aunt Nell to price them and put them out in the shop. Were some of Mum’s

  clothes here? Why? Which clothes had she thrown out, and which had she taken with her, wherever she’d gone?




  What could have made Mum behave in such a baffling, utterly un-Mum-like way? Nina just couldn’t understand it.
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  Last Friday. Such a bright, end-of-holidayish afternoon it had seemed, the sun shining in a leisurely sort of way, time passing with no sense of hurry. Nina had gone out with

  her friend Max, his parents and Zebedee the dog for a picnic by Crowdenwater. They’d hired a boat, taking it in turns to row, and had landed on a tiny island in the middle of the lake,

  pretending to be shipwrecked.




  The only sadness hanging over the day was that Max and Nina wouldn’t go to school together any more, because Max was starting at Sir Frank Dalloway, an all-boys’ school in

  Hattersfield. He’d be catching the train every morning, not the bus like Nina. They’d been friends ever since starting at Crowdenbridge Juniors, and Nina would miss him. They’d

  still be friends, but it wouldn’t be the same.




  Soon after six, Max’s parents had dropped Nina off at home. She waved goodbye and went indoors, a little sun-dazed, arms tired from rowing. She was looking forward to telling her parents

  about the picnic and the island, and how Zebedee had loved swimming, and had showered everyone with water when he shook himself dry.




  ‘Mum? Dad?’ she shouted, inside the front door.




  If Mum was in, she’d usually call back from somewhere in the house, and come hurrying. Nina remembered that it was Friday, Mum’s late shift at the Co-op, so she wouldn’t be

  home yet. But when Dad appeared, something about the slowness of his walk and the set of his shoulders told her that something was wrong.




  He tried to smile. ‘Had a good time?’




  ‘Brilliant, thanks. What’s up?’




  ‘It’s . . . well . . .’ Dad shook his head. ‘I’m not . . .’




  ‘What? What is it?’




  ‘Mum’s not here. She . . . she . . . I just came in and . . .’




  It wasn’t unusual for Mum to be out, of course, but what was unusual was Dad’s inability to finish a sentence.




  ‘It’s a late Co-op day,’ Nina reminded him.




  ‘No, I don’t mean that. I mean she’s . . . well, gone.’




  ‘Gone? Gone where?’




  ‘I don’t really . . . don’t really know . . .’




  Nina was looking past him, through the door into the kitchen; she swivelled her gaze up the stairs for a glimpse of Mum. ‘What? Has something happened? Is she in hospital?’




  ‘No, no.’ Dad put an arm round her shoulders and guided her to the sitting-room sofa. He swallowed, and tried again. ‘I don’t understand it, Nina. She’s . . .

  she’s gone. Just gone. Left a note on the kitchen table.’ He got up and fetched it.




  Nina read, Gone away for a while. Please don’t worry. Love you both very much. Miranda x x x x x x x x x x




  It was written in purple ink, on a page torn off the pad Mum and Dad used for shopping lists. The paper had narrow lines on it, but Mum’s swoopy, loopy handwriting was much too large to

  fit between them, so she’d turned the page sideways.




  The writing blurred in front of Nina’s eyes. She made herself focus, and read it a second and a third time.




  ‘What does she mean? Gone away for a while? What sort of while?’




  ‘I don’t know, love. I’ve tried her mobile, but it’s not turned on.’




  ‘Please don’t worry? What? How can she expect us not to worry, if she disappears without saying where?’




  ‘I don’t know, love, I really don’t.’




  ‘Has she gone to one of her friends? Does Tiffany know? Mum was there this morning.’




  ‘I haven’t rung anyone yet. I’ll try Tiffany now.’




  Dad fetched Mum’s address book from the kitchen shelf, and Nina waited in a haze of bewilderment while he keyed in the number. Tiffany ran the dance and yoga studio where Mum taught

  classes on Tuesday and Friday mornings; if Mum had gone away, Tiffany would surely know. Maybe she’d know for how long.




  ‘Hello, Tiffany, it’s Richard Bickerstaff, Miranda’s— No, she’s not here. I thought you might . . . oh. Oh! Sorry . . . no, no, I don’t.’




  There was a lot of listening, and more oh-ing, and bottom-lip biting, before Dad thanked Tiffany and said he’d let her know if he heard anything. He turned to Nina in

  puzzlement.




  ‘Apparently Mum went in today, taught her yoga group as usual, then told Tiffany she’d have to find someone else to take the classes for a while. Tiffany’s not very pleased

  about it, being left in the lurch at short notice. She’s trying to find someone to cover.’




  ‘Are you sure Mum’s not at the Co-op? That’s where she’d usually be.’




  Dad made another phone call, and finished it looking even more baffled. ‘She hasn’t been there today. Left a message, early, to say she couldn’t go in. No reason.’




  ‘But – early – I was here! Why wouldn’t she tell us if she had to go somewhere?’




  ‘I don’t know, precious. I don’t know what’s going on.’




  They sat down, Dad cuddling Nina, both gazing at the note as if more words, in invisible ink, might choose to reveal themselves if stared at hard enough. Nina’s mind raced with possible

  and impossible explanations, while Dad tried to make the situation sound normal. ‘She’ll be back, you’ll see. Gone to visit a friend, I expect.’




  ‘But why would—’




  ‘Took it into her head and off she went. You know what Mum’s like.’




  ‘But then why didn’t she . . .’ The unfinished-sentence thing seemed to be infectious.




  Dad shook his head, then nodded. ‘She’ll phone later, I bet. Had a train to catch and left in a hurry.’




  ‘A train to where, though?’ Nina felt dizzy with all the places trains could go, linking up with other trains, or with boats, or planes. If someone wanted to get away, there

  was the whole world.




  ‘I’m just guessing.’




  Nina stood up. ‘Dad, don’t you think we should, you know, phone the . . .’




  He looked at her. ‘Phone the police, you’re thinking? But what would I tell them? A grown woman’s decided to go away for a while, leaving us a note? No. We’ll have to

  wait and see.’




  But the frightening thing for Nina was that Dad didn’t know any more than she did. She knew he was only pretending not to be worried, for her sake.
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  The Fringed Scarf
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  It had been so horrible, that Friday evening, that Nina kept going over and over it until her brain refused to do any more proper remembering.

  Everything she and Dad had said was stored in there, but it might as well have been a play, acted by strangers. She couldn’t help thinking it was a bad dream, and that she’d go home and

  find Mum getting supper, cooking in her own special way, adding a sprinkle of this or a dash of that, getting side-tracked writing notes for herself or reading the local paper, but always serving

  up something delicious, even if not entirely recognisable. Dad wasn’t much of a cook at all. Since Mum had gone, he and Nina had been eating sausages with lettuce, most nights. But that was

  the least of Nina’s problems.
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