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  To Richard




  







  DO OTHER COUPLES DO THIS?




  Measure another person up all the time? Compare him/her to their partner. I don’t mean in a bad way, necessarily, just in a just-checking kind of a way, checking you’ve made the

  right decision in loving them out of everyone, everyone you’ve ever met. Sometimes even wondering what it would be like to have this other person in your life: through silent meals, fighting

  over the remote, sharing a joke, a bed, a bathroom. Then they, the fantasy partner, will do something you don’t like, in real life I mean, like sniffing loudly and swallowing the result, or

  worse spitting it out, or do that jiggling foot thing on the chair next to yours, or surprising you with some bigoted comment about, say, female newsreaders, immigrants, or calling things English

  when they should be British. And you think, mmm, maybe I made the right decision after all. And then . . .




  And then . . . where this theory falls down is when, say, you apply this test to someone you meet unexpectedly, when you aren’t even interested in comparing all that much, and they seem to

  pass without even trying. With no annoying habits, no bitterness against anything, not even wasps or human-resistant packaging, and you begin to wonder what if really, all this time, it’s

  your partner that’s been wanting, that he has become the one with the irritating habits, the faddy eating, the sulks, the little manipulative tricks to get his own way without seeming to, and

  all sorts of other things that would take too long to list. Well, that’s when the trouble really starts.




  Except it’s never that simple.




  







  One




  Things not to tell the social worker, part one.




  You know what I do sometimes? I park in mother and child spaces at the supermarket on purpose. Well, I don’t see why I should be penalised and have to park in some dark distant corner in

  the rain. I mean, I pay more in taxes, I pay for their schools, their medical treatment, and I give away my computers-for-schools vouchers to the next person in the queue. I deserve to park where I

  like. Why shouldn’t I park there? Why am I always bottom of the heap?




  Just because I’m not a mother.




  I used to think that, now I’m not so sure. My face might be caught on camera, white and round like the moon, my expression startled, my curly hair fuzzy round the edges. It might appear on

  Crime Watch, or worse, sent to the social worker.




  I think I’ve had to make too many difficult choices in my life. And this one, this huge decision about what to do about the rest of my life, is just too difficult. I don’t want to

  have to make any decision. I just want things to happen, by accident, serendipity, or fate, like they do to other people.




  You see, most people don’t have this decision, or rather indecision. The usual thing most couples eventually do, I guess, is decide one day it’s time to “try” for a

  baby.




  Or rather I imagine one partner brings it up, then persuades the other that what they really need in their life is less money and more sleepless nights. So they make this decision and then there

  is the fun bit, the “trying” without having to worry about the contraception thing. Great!




  For most couples the conception will happen fairly quickly. For other couples it might take a bit longer. They might even start wondering if something is wrong, start trying to time it, start

  realising it’s not so much fun anymore, but eventually most of these triers will get pregnant too. Then there are these other couples, who do all the above, maybe for a couple of years, then

  getting desperate, decide to call in the professionals. That’s when the fun really goes out of it.




  Not only are you still trying this at home, desperate, wondering what’s wrong, trying different positions, different diets, standing on your head, drinking water from magic lakes, stroking

  magic statues, having sex outside at famous fertility symbols (maybe not). You’re doing all that, but then there’s all this other stuff going on somewhere else too, in some cold

  building, where you have to go and open your legs for other men, strangers to you, who shove things inside you: cold smooth metal; things that feel like monkey wrenches; another thing like a smooth

  vibrator with no batteries. Or a rubber-gloved hand rummages round as if looking for a lost mint at the bottom of a handbag. Then there are thin glass pipes filled with dye, or sperm, or God knows

  what, inserted with the precision of a professional darts player through the bull’s-eye; walls are scraped, pushed and pummelled, like a baker’s dozen.




  Meanwhile all he has to do is wank into a pot.




  You can’t tell me all this doesn’t change a relationship. You can’t tell me there can still be fun after all that.




  Yet still with some of the couples who’ve got this far, somehow in all this trauma it works for them, God knows how, and they too fall pregnant. Then there are the other couples, the few

  left after all that, who still carry on. . . .




  Then one day they have to make another decision: to stop. To just stop.




  He was supposed to be telling them about a memory. He’d been told that it was OK to tell the truth, that he should tell the truth, but he was afraid, because he

  wasn’t sure if it was the truth. And if it really wasn’t the truth, and they found that out, then he’d get into even more trouble. He’d never see his Mum or his little

  sister again and it would be all his fault. They were looking at him, two grown-ups, one man who put his fingers to his lips and nodded a lot, the other a lady who smiled all the time even when

  there was nothing to smile at. He decided to tell them this. A memory he thought would be OK to tell them.




  He was standing facing a dustbin. An old dustbin. Now no one could make up a thing like that could they? He could see the dustbin now, silver with a black lid, there were lots of them, all too

  full, with stuff spilling out: banana skins and fish and chip wrappers, and empty bottles, and bits of newspaper, and there was a funny smell.




  “Why are you standing by the dustbin?” The man asked him, nodding like he already knew what the answer might be?




  “I don’t know,” he replied.




  “Did someone tell you to stand there?” the smiley lady asked.




  He shrugged. “They gave me some chips to eat, but I wasn’t hungry.”




  “Who’s they?”




  “Mum, I think.”




  “And someone else?”




  He couldn’t remember, not really.




  “Why did they tell you to stand by the dustbin?”




  Why? Why? Why? He felt like saying to them, the way Mum used to say to him, whenever he went on a bit. He could understand now how annoying it was.




  “She didn’t want me to see.”




  “See what?”




  “I don’t know. I couldn’t see, could I?”




  That told them.




  Things not to tell the social worker, part two.




  Earlier today, I used a cucumber as a dildo, then chopped it up and served it in a salad to his boss, his boss’s wife and some hanger-on girl he’s got the hots for. Sam has, not his

  boss. I mean, I think he’d like a fling but for now it’s more of a thing that could develop into a fling if he wasn’t so strong-willed. That’s the way he sees it, I’m

  sure. Besides, if the social worker knew . . . so that’s two things not to tell the social worker, about the cucumber dildo and the thing that could be a fling.




  There’s this girl at my work who has her own mug, in case she catches something off the rest of us, I guess. This mug has Nutty Tart written on it, like she’s proud of it,

  like it makes her special in a world of conformity. What she doesn’t know is, I use her mug on her day off. Just a part-time nutty tart, me. A mere amateur.




  Thing is, it turns out she’s allergic to cucumber, the girl at his work. She picks it out of the salad and puts it on her side plate. Maybe it tastes funny. And that’s another thing.

  Why doesn’t Sam notice that she’s a picky, faddy eater? He should be looking at her, looking at me, measuring her up and finding her wanting. Everyone else is lapping up the salad. The

  boss’s wife even asks for the recipe of the dressing. I just smile enigmatically, like the Mona Lisa, Nutty Tart.




  Except I didn’t use the cucumber as a dildo, I just said I did, because I didn’t think about it till after, till it was too late. I always leave everything too late.




  Thinking about it, a cucumber is probably the only thing I haven’t had inside me, but believe me if I thought it’d have worked I’d have tried it, but all that’s over

  now.




  We’ve stopped trying.




  Given up.




  We have to tell the social worker we’ve given up, that we’re over it, or they wouldn’t consider us. So, I’ve stopped reading those articles you see in newspapers and

  magazines; you know the type of thing: “My miracle baby after 12 years!” or “Michelle was told she’d never conceive, went to the doctor with stomach cramp and now has

  twins.”




  Somehow you think that will happen to you too. So I’ve stopped watching soaps, sitcoms, dramas, films, plays, reading books, anything that has an infertility plot, or even subplot, because

  it always works, doesn’t it? The End: a new day, a new dawn, a new life. But not for me.




  They finally gave up on questions about the bin. The nodding man seemed to be writing a lot in a book. The smiley lady gave him a basket of toys to play with and knelt down on

  the floor with it and patted the floor. He didn’t feel like playing, but knelt down anyway. There were small dinosaurs, and cars, a doll with a brown face, some little chairs, but no little

  people to sit on them. Maybe the chairs were for the dinosaurs to take the weight of their feet. There was also a rubber snake with its head missing, like it had been bitten off by a hungry giant.

  He wasn’t sure what to play at, because he felt they were watching him and that it was important, so he didn’t do anything, but that must have been wrong too.




  “Who do you normally play with?” asked the nodding man.




  He wasn’t sure what the answer was supposed to be.




  “Your Mummy? Does she ever play with you or read you stories?” The lady smiled, like she wanted him to say yes.




  He didn’t move a muscle.




  “Your little sister told me you play together sometimes,” she added.




  He felt like answering then. “She’s only my half-sister.”




  “I know, but you’ve had to look after her, haven’t you?”




  “Only when Mum doesn’t get up.”




  “And is that very often?” The man again.




  He looked down.




  “Is it every day? When Mummy doesn’t get up?”




  He somehow knew this was a trick, and suddenly felt angry. He threw a dinosaur across the room. That made them jump. Then the dinosaur landed, as if by magic, in a jug of water. It sank and then

  bobbed to the surface. It made him want to laugh.




  “It’s OK to be angry, Levi.” The lady wasn’t smiling now, but he wanted to smile, laugh even, about the dinosaur who wanted a swim, imagining it with water wings, an

  inflatable coloured ball, so he did laugh, but it sounded strange, not like his normal laugh.




  “Do you often feel like throwing things, Levi?” asked the man.




  “A ball, on the beach sometimes,” he said. He remembered something about his dad, his real dad, on the beach once. Maybe if he told them about that then everything would be all

  right. His Dad would come and get him.




  “There is something we have to explain to you, Levi.” The man again. “About Mummy.”




  He felt confused.




  “She can’t look after you and your sister anymore. You’ll have to live somewhere else, for a while, until she gets better.”




  “With Dad?”




  “No, not your Dad, but we’ll make sure you live with a nice family, and with your sister, for now.”




  Levi put his fingers in his ears, but he could still hear, so he started to scream.




  







  Two




  Things not to tell the social worker, part three – with one vital difference: we actually did tell the social worker and didn’t realise until too late we

  shouldn’t have.




  Well, it is Sam’s fault really. I know better, I know when it’s best to keep my mouth shut, but Sam can’t help trying to be clever sometimes.




  We are being interviewed by our social worker, the ever-so-serious Paul.




  “Now have you any suggestions as to how you might control the children when things get out of hand?”




  We both think a bit, I daren’t catch Sam’s eye. He doesn’t say anything, so I suggest distraction.




  “Distraction?” asks Paul looking at me over his glasses in that way he has.




  “Yes, I mean changing tack, starting a silly game, or just going for a walk to the park.”




  “Very good,” says Paul like he is rewarding a dog for good behaviour. “But you know these children will have special problems, extra problems, so supposing they don’t

  respond, supposing they prefer being in the tantrum, or smashing up the house, or even spitting at you, or biting you, rather than listening to what you suggest? What then?” He looks at Sam

  then, to make it fair.




  “We’re thinking of converting the cellar,” Sam says.




  “Oh yes?” says Paul, rather interested. “Into a play room?”




  “Kind of. We’re going to soundproof it, fill it with hundreds of coloured balls, then when the kids get too much we’ll just thrown them down the stairs into it.” He

  laughs then, a false laugh, an embarrassing laugh, embarrassing to all of us. No one says anything. I kind of half-smile to show I know it is a joke, but a joke I obviously don’t condone.




  “I see,” is all Paul says with a flat kind of a smile, but at least he doesn’t write anything down. Unless he saves it till later. Paul pushes his glasses up his nose and looks

  at Sam. “But you do have to remember a lot of these children are used to being alone, or locked in cupboards even.”




  Sam looks very humble and ashamed.




  “Jesus,” Sam says when Paul has gone. “It was only a joke. They have this knack of making you feel like the Child-catcher.” He sucks on a Bud, whilst I uncork a bottle of

  Rioja. “Do you think it’ll go against us?” Sam asks in his wimpy I-need-reassurance voice.




  I inhale red wine. “No, not at all,” I say. “They’ll just tick that box, ‘Thinks child abuse is funny’.”




  “It’s so unfair. I mean, real parents don’t have to prove anything do they? We have to be perfect.”




  “Not perfect, just good enough,” I reply. “And I’m not sure we’ll ever be that.”




  “Then we’ll just have to lie, like everyone else,” says Sam.




  He’s OK Paul, our social worker. Friendly, just deadly, deadly serious. I suppose he has to be in his job.




  Things are going OK, with the adoption process, our life, work, but still, I still feel I want something big to happen, something I’ll recognise when it happens. And finally it does.




  He was screaming and he couldn’t seem to stop. He wanted someone to make him stop. Like that man who wasn’t really his Dad, but wanted him to call him that. He was

  Charl’s dad really, but he used to put him in the understairs cupboard sometimes. And his Mum used to let him. Sometimes it felt like they must have forgotten he was even in there, it was

  such a long time. It was dark and there was no room to sit, except on an old Hoover that made his bum hurt, so he’d sit on some old coats that smelled of smoke and something strong like the

  Sherry trifle his grandma used to make.




  But now, here in this new place, he just wanted to scream and scream until somebody did something. He had something called a foster Mum, but you can call me Jackie, she said. There was him, his

  sister, some other older kids, and this cross-eyed baby. Jackie liked the baby best. Levi never got noticed at all. And he’d been so good, until now, and look where it had got him. So now he

  was screaming and screaming until someone did something, but no one did. So he went up to the baby who was sat on the floor playing with some wooden blocks and snatched them from him. He only meant

  to make a bit of noise. He hadn’t meant to smash the window not really. Glass went everywhere, some bits landed near the baby who started screaming too. The foster Mum was over in a flash to

  pick up the baby, checking his fat legs for cuts.




  You’d think she’d be glad the baby was all right, but she turned on Levi with such mean eyes. “What do you think you’re playing at?” she screamed. “Get out of

  my sight.”




  And he felt better then. For a bit anyhow.




  It is my best friend’s fortieth birthday. I say best friend, because we were when we’d met at school thirty years ago, but I wouldn’t say we are that close

  now. Our lives have taken different paths. It seems to me like she, Nell, has had an easy life compared to mine, but she probably doesn’t think so, being once divorced, with two now grown-up,

  time-share children. I’ve only met Jonathan, the new man, a couple of times before, once being their wedding day a few years back. When he sees I am on my own, and that Nell is too busy

  working the room to come over, he approaches me. Sam has stayed home. Too much homework to mark. Or so he said.




  “How splendid you could make it,” Jonathan says and shakes my hand. “Jean isn’t it?”




  “Jeanette,” I reply with a half-smile. No need to measure him up, he hasn’t even passed the name test.




  I can’t say I am enjoying myself particularly because, whilst I usually feel reasonably confident about my appearance, I know my clothes are different to everyone else’s. I like

  bright colours, even in winter. My look is more arty-farty Oxfam than French Connection chic. I feel uncomfortable, and a bit shabby really.




  Then there is the whole Tiffany bag thing. You see, when my best friend, Nell, was my best friend, she was environmental, unmaterialistic, political, and so I can’t work out how she could

  end up being married to a posh man and have a whole new set of friends who bring her presents in Tiffany bags and call her Elinor. Like she’s ditched her old life along with her old husband.

  My problem, I guess. I wonder perhaps why she hasn’t ditched me, but maybe she has and I just don’t know how to take a hint.




  I’ve bought her some rather nice earrings made by a woman on the local market. They weren’t cheap, they are a work of art, I’d have liked them myself, and perhaps should have

  kept them myself, because I suddenly know she’ll never wear them.




  I take a sip of the excellent red wine, calm myself down. Perhaps the Tiffany bag is ironical and really contains a made-in-Taiwan joke gift, for a laugh when Nell opens it. Sort of, look at us,

  we can laugh at ourselves, we could spend at Tiffany’s, but we don’t, we realise it’s a waste of money, we’ve just got the bag. For a joke. And I look at them all, and think

  no, Britain will sooner produce a Wimbledon champion.




  And then she, Nell, comes round with this book, a special notebook, silk-covered, with hand-embroidered flowers on the cover. She says it is for people to write in whatever they wish, about her,

  or this memorable fortieth. Something to treasure, she says. And I just think, Jesus, how much attention does one person need? I know that when I celebrate mine in several months’ time I want

  to run away, be alone to count my wrinkles. I certainly won’t do all this. I’d never consider myself that important. The problem now though is what to write in this book? I can’t

  write about the Tiffany bag, can I?




  Whilst I dither with the pen, and chew the end, Nell says she wants to make an announcement and she gets Jonathan by the arm and everyone turns to look at them.




  “Some of you may have been wondering why, on the occasion of my fortieth birthday, I, never before having refused a drink, have on this occasion decided to do so.”




  She sounds like the Town Crier. Oh Yea . . . and I know what is coming next. I just know. My eyes fill, and the pen shakes in my tightening grip.




  Jonathan and Nell look at each other. “We’re going to have a baby.”




  And everyone goes aaaah and they clap.




  I am glad I have the pen in my hand, the book to look down at. The Tiffany bag is suddenly unimportant. Sam should be here. He knows what this feels like: everyone else’s lives carrying on

  and on, moving on and on, and we are just stuck in the same old . . . same old . . . waiting for something to happen, just waiting.




  Self-pity. I hate it. But it’s just so unfair! Not only has Nell already had one husband and two children, but now she gets another bite at the cherry, before the end of the season,

  before winter really sets in. I need Sam here. I need to feel his silence beside me. That is when it happens.




  Levi was somewhere else now, another house. His sister was still in the old one. He liked it better here. The lady was nice and the man ignored him and put headphones on. So

  everything might have been OK, except his sister was still at the other house.




  He’d stopped eating. Not because he didn’t feel hungry, because he did, his stomach gurgling like a chipmunk at the smell of the food. It was how it looked though: like slippery

  worms with blood sauce. And he might have tried it, but he didn’t want to get it down his T-shirt, which was his favourite. It had his name on it. His Mum had bought him it at a market once,

  he remembered her arguing with the man behind the table about the change, saying he was ripping her off. He liked the way she said it. And he sometimes said it to his sister when she didn’t

  want to share anything with him, sweets or toys or anything. “You’re ripping me off,” he’d go. And she’d laugh. She always laughed. “I’m going to report

  you,” he’d add, just like his Mum said to people. And Char would laugh again, like she knew he was pretending. He liked Char laughing at him, but she wasn’t here now. Anyway he

  wasn’t going to think about that, he just didn’t want blood sauce down his T-shirt.




  Like that time his Mum had fell off the pavement one day, and banged her nose, there was blood everywhere, all down her T-shirt, and she didn’t get up for ages, just lay there groaning,

  and everyone was looking, and he didn’t know what to do. His little sister started screaming, and then his Mum started screaming at her, then the police came and he thought they were all

  going to go to jail, so what might have been an exciting ride in a police car wasn’t, because he didn’t know where they were going, until he realised they were being taken home. He was

  so relieved, but then his Mum decided to start fighting with one of the policemen, and all the people who lived nearby came out to have a look. Like it was something happening on television.




  “I’m going to report you,” Mum shouted at the policeman, and he just laughed and got back in the car.




  “Aren’t you hungry, Levi?” the lady said.




  Levi was trying not to cry, but it made his throat hurt. The lady came over to him and gave him a hug.




  “Don’t worry,” she said. “You’re safe here. We’ll look after you.”




  “But who’s looking after Mum?” asked Levi.




  “She’s fine,” said the lady. “And if she tries really, really hard, she might be able to have you back.”




  And somehow Levi knew in his heart this wasn’t true, that his Mum wouldn’t try hard enough and that he would never see his Mum or Char again.




  Distraction. Distraction is always a good thing. Just as I am wondering how I am going to get through the rest of this fortieth birthday party, how I am going to congratulate

  Nell on her pregnancy and make it look like I am pleased for her, Nell decides to open some of her birthday cards.




  After opening a few, she comes across a brown envelope. Nell glances at her posse of posh friends, who all look with interest at this brown paper envelope, as if to say: “How quaint! How

  odd! Would you look at that? And for a fortieth birthday. A birthday where there are presents in Tiffany bags. Who on earth would send such a thing? What on earth could it be?” Much hilarity,

  and jokes and innuendoes. Even I am curious. Distraction stops self-pity. It should be on a fridge magnet.




  “Oh, someone’s adopted me an otter,” Nell says, her puzzlement turning to delight. “Apparently he’s called Sylvester.”




  Friends laugh. Imagine that. Imagine an otter called Sylvester.




  “What an original idea,” says Jonathan. “Who sent you that, Elinor?”




  “No one you know,” she replies, tossing the card aside and moving on. “Just someone I was at uni with.”




  Now this is just the sort of thing that gets me about Nell, now Elinor. I mean, I went to a uni, she went to a poly, though no doubt it is a uni now. I know there’s nothing wrong with

  that. Education is education, a degree is a degree, but I know if I’d gone to a polytechnic that was now a university, I’d perhaps make a little joke, and say “so-and-so

  university”, then laugh, adding, “though it was a polytechnic in my day”.




  “Did you know Paul?” Jonathan asks me then, the otter card in his hand.




  “No, I didn’t go to the same poly she did,” I reply.




  And then I begin to wonder. Some bell has been rung, and keeps tinkling like an insistent text message. The wondering gets me through the rest of the party. And part of the next day back at

  home.




  It leads me to search through our old photo trunk, where we put all the ones that are too rubbish for albums, but don’t like to throw away as it feels like throwing old friends and family

  in the bin.




  It takes me a while, but I enjoy the distraction, and eventually I find what I am looking for: a photo I vaguely remember taking, a photo of Paul with Nell when they’d been an item at

  poly, uni, whatever. It is twenty years old, but it is definitely him. He had eighties hair then, worn long at the back, puffy sides and a floppy fringe. The modern-day Paul has a shaved head,

  maybe to disguise his balding, or perhaps to be more spiritual, more Buddha-like. It is definitely him, though, you can see it in the Roman nose, and the fact he wore glasses then too. Also, there

  is the otter thing. If he adopts otters for old friends, if he’d been environmental then, and political then, and socialist then, as Nell had been too, then the Paul then would be the sort of

  person to be the Paul now, serious social worker extraordinaire, who cares about stuff and works for an adoption agency.




  It feels nice to have a secret about him. His job means he has to find out everything about us and more and we have little choice but to comply. Any resistance means we have issues with

  whatever they are asking us, and issues mean trouble and no children. I decide not to tell Sam. I want this as my secret, my distraction, until such a time as I might want to reveal it or

  use it for my own ends.




  You see, there is something else I know about this Paul of Nell’s. That she’s never really got over him. Perhaps it was the way she tossed aside the card in front of Jonathan. The

  way Jonathan had asked me about him, like he’d heard all about this Paul and wondered about him. Even the fact that she must have invited him to her party after all these years. But, most

  importantly, I recall that in the days when Nell and I were best friends and confided in each other, she told me that this Paul was The One, and that he was fantastic in bed.




  “Sorry? I didn’t quite catch that?”




  “You were miles away,” Paul says. “Perhaps we’ve done enough for today.”




  I’m being interviewed by him home alone. They do that. It’s Sam’s turn next week.




  I apologise. “I was just thinking about last weekend. I went to my best friend’s fortieth birthday party.”




  I watch him closely to see if he reacts at all. Perhaps he’ll say, “That’s funny, an ex-girlfriend of mine had a fortieth last weekend”. But of course he doesn’t.

  He closes his notebook.




  “Please carry on, my fault,” I say, humbly.




  He opens his book again. “I was just wondering what your mother was like as a mother?”




  What sort of screwy question is that? But I say: “Well, just ordinary I suppose.”




  “Ordinary in what way?” He furrows his brow above his glasses, like I’d said something really cryptic.




  “Er . . . well, I mean she didn’t work, except as a housewife, you know, and I guess she was always there for me, and dad, even if in her head she wasn’t.”




  Was that the right answer?




  “And where do think her head was most of the time?”




  “Oh . . . phwer . . . I dunno . . . Australia, a tea dance at the Ritz, some hotel bedroom with a former fiancée, you know. . . .” Now why on earth had I said that?




  “You’d say she was unfulfilled then?”




  “She thought she was, I suppose, but in actual fact she was a good mother, and being a mother . . . should be . . . should be everything.” I finish emphatically. There’s even a

  little catch in my voice as I say it. He makes a note in his notebook, brownie points for me perhaps? Then why do I feel as if I’ve lied.




  I think wanting children, helping to conceive them, giving birth to them, is just some overpowering genetic urge most of us, but not all of us, have at some stage. An urge that won’t go

  away unless you can satisfy it. You don’t actually have to like children to want them, do you? It’s just genetics and stuff. A topic that keeps cropping up at the moment, even at

  work. They’re doing a display at the museum celebrating the life of Francis Crick, a local lad who found fame with the double helix. Sounds like a rock group. Me and The Nutty Tart are

  guarding a replica model. It taunts me. It haunts me.
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