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“If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.”
—VOLTAIRE


“Parting is all we know of heaven,
And all we need of hell.”
—EMILY DICKINSON





Chapter One



The funeral was almost over. Mom and I had both gotten up from our front-row folding chairs to place single red roses on the casket as it hovered over the excavated hole in the earth. After days of thinking about nothing but this, I was grateful to finally feel a little numb. I flopped back down onto the chair next to my dad and stared at the granite headstone, which, along with my grandfather’s name, Joseph McCoy, would soon be inscribed with my grandmother’s: Elizabeth Kimball McCoy.


Really, it ought to just say “Bunny” on the headstone—that’s what everybody called her. Even me. Elizabeth Kimball McCoy sounded like a woman who invited people over for tea and crossed her stockinged legs at the ankles. Bunny was black coffee to go—a jeans-and-sneakers kind of person. But if there was an opening at her gallery, she’d tie a silk scarf around her neck and wear earrings that dangled to her shoulders. Bunny was a person you noticed.


I’d just realized that my mother was still standing up, staring at her tossed rose, when she suddenly launched herself onto the casket, her arms outstretched to embrace the big silver bullet. A moaning sound turned within seconds to wailing.


“Oh, my God, I can’t stand it! Don’t leave me, Bunny! You can’t leave me!” she screamed. The wind was blowing up the skirt of her hurriedly purchased, badly fitting black dress so that the backs of her pale thighs gleamed in the sun. I closed my eyes and pretended I was invisible.


Dad was on his feet immediately, grabbing her around the waist, pulling her off the casket lid.


“No, no! Don’t take her away!” Mom yelled, sobbing, hitting at Dad’s arm as if he were responsible for Bunny’s burial. “I’m not ready!”


Dad stood there, holding her tightly until she slumped against him and the sobbing turned back into regular crying. That’s the kind of thing he’s good at—being there when you need him. He might not always know the right thing to say, but he’s there.


I felt a single tear trickle down my cheek and calmly brushed it away. I was tired of crying. I wanted this funeral to be over already so we could all go home and try to figure out how to be normal people again, if that was possible.


I could hear mumbling behind me, and I turned halfway around in my seat to look at the other so-called mourners. There were people I didn’t even recognize staring at Mom as if she had a third eye. Roxanne and her mother were in the back of the crowd, and they were looking at Mom too. Everybody seemed sort of embarrassed, which made me mad, even though I was totally humiliated myself. What did they expect? Didn’t they understand how different everything was now? That nobody could ever take Bunny’s place?


People always said how unusual it was that Mom and Bunny were so close, more like sisters or best friends than mother and daughter. Christine and Bunny are so lucky, they’d say. I wish I had such a wonderful relationship with my mother! Which always made me feel a little strange—like, how come I wasn’t part of this chain of mother-daughter best friends too? But I just wasn’t. Oh, Bunny loved me, that I knew for sure, but my mother—well, she was certainly not my best friend. Sometimes she didn’t even act like my mother, at least not like most mothers. No How was school today? or Let’s go shopping together. Bunny was the one who supplied me with that stuff. Dad always said Mom had her mind on other things because she was an artist. She was supposedly thinking all the time. Not about me, though. I guess Mom named me after her mother so I’d be like her, but I’m not. I’m just Liz. Nobody is like Bunny. Or rather, nobody was.


A few years ago Bunny took me shopping for back-to-school clothes at the end of the summer. We were at the mall in Waverly, and we kept running into girls I knew who were shopping with their mothers. I guess Bunny realized I was starting to feel kind of weird about that. We went to a restaurant for lunch and she ordered us both chocolate shakes.


“You know your mother loves you very much,” Bunny said as I slurped my ice cream.


Did I know that? I wasn’t sure.


Bunny sighed. “Perhaps it’s my fault. After Joe died—your grandpa—Christine was so upset. She was only ten years old and I felt so sorry for her. I stood on my head to make her smile again. Gave her everything she wanted and more. Told her how special she was, day and night. I’m afraid it’s made her a bit … self-centered.”


I was in the kind of mood to think, Why’d she even have a kid, then?


Bunny always seemed to know what was on my mind. “When your mother was young, she always said she didn’t want to marry and have children. All she wanted to do was throw pots. She was so focused on her art, she hardly had any friends. I dragged her to the concert where she met your father, and then I had to convince her she should take the time to get to know him.


“It opened her up, marrying your dad and having you, Elizabeth. She became part of a larger world, and I was so glad to see the change in her. But Christine is who she is,” Bunny said, sighing. “Her passion is still there, the desire to lock herself away in her studio and ignore the rest of the world.”


“Except for you,” I said. “She lets you in.”


Bunny reached across the table and took one of my hands in both of hers. “Oh, my darling girl,” she said a little sadly. There was nothing else to say.


I’m not exaggerating when I say Bunny knew everybody in the Valley and they all liked her. So many people showed up at the wake at the Waverly Presbyterian Church that there wasn’t room for all of them in the chapel and some had to sit on folding chairs in the rec hall next door. Artists from all over the Valley were there, and professors from the college, even a few people who’d known Bunny for all of her sixty-four years. All of them saying how shocked they were that Bunny, of all people, could have been so suddenly betrayed by her heart. I knew what they meant. Bunny had seemed too alive to die.


At first I was scared to look at Bunny lying in the coffin—I’d seen dead animals before but never a dead person—but once I got up the nerve to look, I was more amazed than freaked out. It looked just like Bunny, her long lashes lying against pink cheeks, her favorite rusty-brown lipstick carefully painted on her lips, her trimmed and polished fingernails resting on her chest, her turquoise scarf tied around her neck, one of its ends tucked beneath her long fluffy white hair.


Someone standing behind me said, “It looks like she’s just asleep, doesn’t it?” And then I realized what was so strange. I’d never seen Bunny asleep, never even seen her sitting quietly. Bunny had always been in motion: talking, pacing, driving, planning, working, on her way from one thing to another. Neither her lips nor her eyes were ever closed, and her hands were constantly busy helping to describe whatever it was she was talking about. Or they were pounding out jazz tunes on her big old piano. This wasn’t Bunny lying here, it was only her left-behind body dressed up to look like her. In which case, where was she? How could it happen that the part of Bunny that was really her could just disappear?


The minister said a last prayer and finally people began to move away from the grave site toward their cars. Mom had gotten herself under control and was weeping quietly into the arm of Dad’s jacket. Roxanne waved to me as she and her mother turned to go, and I raised my hand just a little to wave back. It seemed wrong even to wave, to do anything normal. Was everything going to be weird like this forever?


I stood next to Dad, wishing we were already back in the black limo, hidden away, but people were gathering around us again—friends, neighbors, teachers from the school where Dad was the principal, people I didn’t even recognize—all saying the same things they’d been saying for days. No wonder Mom started screaming back there. I might have to scream myself if one more stranger pressed her squashy cheek into my face, saying, sorry, sorry, sorry.


Mom’s friends Eva and Rosemarie kissed her quickly and said they were headed over to our house to put out food for anyone who came by after the service. Then several of Bunny’s old friends came up and smothered us all in perfumed hugs, holding Mom the longest.


“She’s in your heart, love. You’ll never lose her,” Claire said, patting Mom’s hand. Which just made her cry harder.


“You call me if you need anything, dear. Understand?” said Lucille. Mom nodded, but I knew she’d never call Lucille, who some days couldn’t even remember the names of her own cats.


I was shocked to see Mrs. Crosby, our neighbor from the ramshackle house across the road, waiting to talk to us. I halfway expected her to start complaining that our dogs had been in her yard again—we almost never spoke to her except when she yelled over from her front porch about keeping Pete and Woody out of her bedraggled flower beds. Roxanne and I had called her Mrs. Crabby since we were little. But now here she was pumping Dad’s hand up and down and looking Mom right in the eye.


“Too bad about your mother dying. Death is hard, no two ways around it. If you’d like me to bring you over a cake, I’d certainly do that. I’m asking because I know sometimes you get too much of that junk after a funeral and half of it goes right down the garbage disposal.”


Her little speech was at least successful in drying up Mom’s tears. “Oh, well, thank you, Mrs. Crosby, for offering. You’re right, several people have brought food by in the past few days. Please don’t go to any trouble—we’re being well taken care of.”


Mrs. Crosby nodded. “Well, that’s why I asked first. No sense wasting my time and ingredients. If you need anything, you know where to find me.” She turned her back and walked off stiffly.


“God, she’s weird,” I said.


“Now, Lizzie,” Dad said. “It was kind of her to make the offer.”


I snorted as we began walking back to the car. “I’m glad we didn’t have to waste her ingredients,” I said, but quietly enough that Mom and Dad didn’t hear.


A woman had been kind of hovering in the background while we talked to everybody else, but as we got near the car, she came up to us. She was older than Mom but not as old as Bunny, and she wore one of those long tie-dyed dresses you could get at the store in Waverly that Mom called “the shop for aging hippies.” On her arms she wore about a hundred thin bracelets, which made a tinny noise when she moved. Her frizzy gray and brown hair was tied back carelessly with a string of yarn.


“You don’t know me,” she said. “My name is Monica Winters and I was one of Bunny’s biggest fans. I live out in Bishop’s Hill. Bunny gave me an exhibit in her gallery a few months ago—I’m a printmaker—and she’s been visiting me regularly all year. I just wanted to say, she was a wonderful woman. You’re very lucky to be her daughter.”


Mom was wiping her face with one of Dad’s already sopping-wet handkerchiefs. She handed it absentmindedly to me, and I gave the thing back to him. Mom just stared at the woman as though she were too exhausted to make sense of her words.


“Thank you,” Dad said finally, speaking for her. “We appreciate that.” We started to walk away, but this Monica person stepped in front of Mom again.


“And … I just wanted to say that if you ever want to try to get in touch with Bunny … well, I belong to the Spiritualist Church up at Singing Creek…. I don’t know if you’re familiar with it, but we … our preachers are mediums and they could try to contact her for you. I’m not trying to be pushy or anything, but …”


Mediums? Like at a seance? What was she talking about?


“Thank you,” Dad said again, this time more forcefully. “I think we need to be getting home now.”


“Of course,” Monica said, stepping aside. “I just wanted to let you know about it. Bunny was such a strong person in life, I just know she’d want to reach out to you from the Other Side!”


Mom and I kept looking at Monica as Dad hustled us into the waiting car. Mom had stopped crying. I kind of wished I could ask Monica a few questions. Like, do you really believe you can talk to dead people?


Obviously Mom was wondering the same thing. “Do you think they could really contact Bunny?” she asked Dad.


“There’s a church where they do that?” I said.


Dad shook his head. “She’s some kind of a kook, that’s all. This is the first time I’ve heard of a religious nut trying to recruit people at a funeral.” He settled himself next to me and pulled the door closed.


As the driver began the slow circle out of the cemetery, I looked back again. Monica was sitting down on one of the folding chairs next to Bunny’s grave. She seemed to be talking to someone, except there was no one else there.





Chapter Two



In the three weeks after Bunny’s funeral my mother didn’t work in her studio at all; in fact, most days she barely got out of bed. She refused meals, saying she wasn’t hungry, but sometimes she came floating downstairs in a long nightgown to eat a handful of crackers or make herself a cup of tea.


Her friends Eva and Rosemarie called every day at first. They tried to get her to have lunch with them or go to a movie, but she told them she was too tired, she just needed to rest. One day they came over and tried to force her to get dressed and leave the house with them. They started out joking and laughing, but when Mom refused to crack a smile or even take the eyeshade off her eyes, they lost their sense of humor pretty quickly. After that I guess they gave up. Mom said she was glad they’d stopped “pestering” her.


But I think the thing that freaked me out the most was that she didn’t seem to be brushing her hair anymore—or even washing it. It hung in clumps that she didn’t bother to push back out of her eyes. For the first time ever she looked … old. Which made me feel kind of sick to my stomach. My mother has always been very proud of her long dark hair, and although she has to tie it back when she works in the pottery studio, the rest of the time it swings around her face like a velvet curtain. I always wanted my hair to do that too, but I’d gotten Dad’s hair, reddish and curly. I wore it long, but it didn’t swing; it flew. I was forever trying to find clips and barrettes that would keep it tamed. But now Mom’s hair looked worse than mine—birds could have been nesting in that mess and you wouldn’t even have known it.


It was a good thing that school was over for the year. Between Bunny’s death and Mom’s reaction to it, I was too distracted to do much studying. I didn’t do as well on my exams as I should have, but I got As in my classes anyway. I’m one of those kids who teachers just expect to do well, so I can slip up once in a while without them paying too much attention to it. Which I know is highly annoying to kids who work hard for every A they get, or kids like Roxanne, who’d decided getting As wasn’t worth the effort she had to put into it.


The downside to school being over for the year was that I couldn’t use the piano at the high school to practice anymore, and every time I played my keyboard at home, Mom would whine at me. “Please stop that, Liz. I need to sleep!” As if she hadn’t been sleeping for days already. I needed to practice if I was going to be ready for my recital.


One afternoon I’d gone into her room with a wastebasket to pick up the pile of used tissues that was growing into a good-size hill next to her side of the bed. But when she saw what I was doing, she yelled at me to go away and leave her be. “I want to look at all my tears,” she said. Which made me shiver.


I kept waiting for Dad to do something to make Mom start acting normal again. One afternoon I heard him talking to her in their bedroom.


“I wish you’d come downstairs for dinner tonight. I’m making chicken breasts the way you like them, with white wine and olives.”


“Jack, I told you, I can’t eat. My stomach is too upset,” she said.


“How about if you just come down and sit with us, then,” he suggested. “I think it would make Liz feel better.”


“Well, it wouldn’t make me feel better,” she said. “I’m sorry, Jack. You and Liz will just have to do without me for a while.”


Later I asked Dad when he thought Mom would start to feel better. All he said was, “Give her time, Liz, give her time.” How much time did she need? I missed Bunny too, and I was sure I would always miss her. But you get tired of crying after a while—you have to get back into your life. And I didn’t think lying in bed all day was making Mom feel any better.


Dad has always done most of the cooking for us, anyway—he enjoys it—so that was no different, but sitting alone at the kitchen table with him every evening made me feel that Bunny’s death really had changed everything forever. Not only had I lost Bunny, I’d lost Mom, too. I wasn’t sure which was worse.


It was especially strange to go into Mom’s quiet studio. Normally, the radio would be tuned to some NPR station where people were arguing about the war in Iraq or AIDS in Africa or public education in America. And the pottery wheel would be spinning around, or maybe Mom would be wedging clay, or she and Bunny would be discussing glazes. The kiln might be firing, which would make the whole big room warm and cozy. But now it was as if the studio had been put to sleep. Mom’s unfinished pots had been covered with plastic right after Bunny died, and they stood that way still. Eventually they would dry out if she didn’t come back to finish them. The kiln was open but hadn’t even been unloaded after the last firing. The shade was pulled down over the shop entrance and the sign that said POTTERY STUDIO OPEN leaned against the inside of the door. Even though the studio had always seemed like their world and not mine, it depressed me to see it like this, as dead as Bunny.


Roxanne came over one Saturday a few weeks after the funeral. The spring mud had finally dried up and we planned to do our annual beginning-of-summer hike up Goat Mountain. It was an easy hike, although the first year we’d done it, when we were about ten, it had seemed like a big adventure. By the time we were twelve or thirteen, we’d hike up a couple times a week. We had some secret hiding spots where we left stuff from day to day—special trinkets and games and journals. But last year we only went up once, and I was pretty sure this year would be the same. Roxanne had a boyfriend now, Paul, and he liked her to spend most of her time with him. So Roxy and I had to make plans if we wanted to spend time together. It didn’t just happen anymore.


I made tuna sandwiches, because we always took tuna sandwiches up Goat Mountain. I packed my backpack with those plus fruit and granola bars and cream soda—that was the tradition. Roxanne would bring magazines and MadLibs and a deck of cards, because that’s what she always brought. I was glad that at least this one thing wasn’t going to change.


I hadn’t spent any time with Roxanne since right after Bunny’s funeral, when she and her mom had come by the house. Roxy was working and I was busy too, but it wasn’t just that. I didn’t want Roxy, or anybody, inside my house in case Mom was wandering around barefooted with that blank look on her face, as if she didn’t know where she was anymore. I didn’t know how to explain it.


But, of course, Roxanne noticed everything. We were barely out of my front yard when she said, “Is your mom still depressed about Bunny’s death?”


“What do you mean?” I was stalling.


“Well, usually on Saturdays she puts out the sign that her studio is open. It’s getting warm; there could be tourists driving by.”


I shrugged. “She’ll probably do it next weekend.”


“Plus,” Roxanne said, “when I came up the road, I saw her standing by her bedroom window, kind of staring out. It looked like she was wearing a bathrobe.”


I sighed. “She does that a lot lately. The staring thing. And the bathrobe.” We were across the road by then and onto the path by the stream that heads up The Goat, so I bent down to take the leashes off of Pete and Woody. They ran circles around us, they were so happy. “These guys have been begging me for a hike,” I said. “Remember that time we took them all the way to Carson River?”


Roxanne was not easily sidetracked. “I guess anybody would be sad if their mother died. And Bunny was very cool for a grandmother. But, I mean, your mom is a grown-up.”


“Mom and Bunny were best friends!” I yelled louder than I meant to. “Just imagine if your mother and your best friend died.” Since Roxy was my best friend—or used to be, anyway, before Paul—it made my heart thud to think about what I’d just said.


“I know, but she can’t stay up in her room forever.”


“She’s not staying in her room forever,” I said. “She’s just … resting. She’ll be better pretty soon.” Would she? I hoped I was right about that.


“It’s funny,” Roxy said. “When my grandmother died, it didn’t seem like a big deal at all. I mean, we flew to Ohio for the funeral, and it was sad while it was going on, but not that sad. And then afterward we ate dinner at Red Lobster and that was that.”


That sounded about right for Roxanne’s family. None of them seemed to like each other all that much, including her parents.


“I don’t think that’s normal, Roxanne,” I said.


“What’s normal?” she said. “Adults are all just weird in different ways.”


I smiled. Roxy might not get As, but she had a way of understanding people that was always interesting. It was one of the things I missed now that we didn’t see each other as much.


We’d reached a steep part of the climb, and we stopped talking for a while. But my brain wasn’t quiet. It had gotten stuck on a picture of Bunny striding around the big barnlike studio, admiring Mom’s new work—not just the plates and vases the tourists bought, but her more complicated stuff, the free-form sculptures that Bunny showed in her gallery. Bunny was gulping coffee as the two of them discussed form, design, balance—stuff about art that I never really understood.


The minute I walked into the house I could tell if Bunny was there—the air would be charged with her energy. Even if Bunny left before I got home from school, I could tell she’d been there. Mom would be working feverishly at her pottery wheel, whistling a Patsy Cline tune, or mixing glazes at the bench and singing folk songs at the top of her lungs. Just being around Bunny made you feel so alive you wanted to get up and do something.


Roxy and I got to the top of The Goat in about an hour. She spread out a blanket in our favorite spot while I poured water into a bowl I’d brought along for the dogs. Then we both lay back to feel the sun on our faces. As soon as I unwrapped a sandwich, the dogs smelled the food and came over to see what they were missing. Woody, the yellow Lab, had managed to get his feet wet, and he muddied my sleeve, pawing me and begging for a bite.


“Woody!” I said, sitting up. “Stop it!” He looked at me soulfully until I broke off some of my sandwich and fed it to him.


Pete was less well behaved. “Hey!” Roxanne shouted. “Pete got a granola bar!” The scrawny mutt was trotting away with his treasure, eating wrapper and all.


“Guard the one that’s left,” I said. “We’ll share it.”


Roxanne reached over and pulled off a branch of grapes. “Do you think your mom will come to your recital next week?” she asked.


“Of course she will,” I said, although I’d been worrying about it myself.


Roxy leaned her head on her elbow and looked at me. “I mean, you’ve been practicing so much and you’re really good. She ought to come.”


“Roxanne, she will!” I couldn’t discuss this with Roxy anymore, it made me too nervous. So, I changed the subject to one I knew she’d appreciate. “What’s Paul doing today? Or does he just stay home and weep when he can’t be with you?”


“Yeah, right. He’s playing basketball with his boys.”


“Will and Dan and those guys?”


“Yeah. You know Paul. He’s got a million friends.”


So did Roxanne, now. Paul had introduced her to all of his friends and she fit right in with them. I was a little jealous, I’ll admit, but I wouldn’t have been comfortable hanging around with a big group like that, where you felt like you always had to say something funny or cool. Roxy could do it, but I’d just blush and mumble and feel stupid. So, I tended to stay home alone, practicing the piano and feeling like a big loser.


The whole idea of boys being people you would actually choose to spend time with was pretty much totally incomprehensible to me. I could never think of anything to say to them, and they seemed equally dumbstruck by my presence. I think Roxy was right when she told me, “Getting straight As is not exactly an aphrodisiac.” Once they grew up, like Dad, males apparently became human again, but the younger ones were aliens. All that loud talking and pounding on each other—it was embarrassing how much they wanted attention. I mean, I was attracted to men in movies, like Johnny Depp or Orlando Bloom, but I couldn’t imagine having a boyfriend I’d have to actually speak to.


“Paul’s coming to your recital with me on Friday,” Roxy announced between bites of tuna fish.


“He is? Why?”


“Because I asked him to. Maybe we could get some of his other friends to come too. Dan broke up with Melanie, you know. Maybe if he came—”


“No! Please, Roxanne! I’m nervous enough as it is. I don’t want you bringing some boy with you who thinks … whatever he thinks. I don’t even want Paul to come.”


“For God’s sake, Liz! What difference does it make who’s sitting in the audience? You won’t even know—”


“I’ll know if you tell me!”


Roxy sighed. “Okay, I won’t tell you.”


“And don’t bring anybody either. Okay?”


“I can’t tell you.”


“Roxanne!”


“Okay! I’ll come by myself. Geez, I’m surprised you’re allowing anybody to come.”


“Believe me, I wouldn’t if Mr. Bellerose wasn’t making me. He says I have to get used to playing before an audience. I have to learn to handle my nerves.”


“Well, he’s right about that.”


“Why? I’m not going to be a concert pianist or anything. I just like playing the piano for myself.”


“But you’re really good. Don’t you want people to know how good you are?”


I shrugged. “What difference does it make?”


Roxanne shook her head. “Sometimes I really don’t get you, Liz. You work so hard at everything, but you don’t even seem proud of yourself. If I could play piano like you can or write as well as you can or …”


I brushed her compliments away. “I’m not really that good. It just seems that way because nobody else in Tobias is very good either. If I lived in a city, they wouldn’t even allow me to give a recital.”


Roxy’s face clouded over. “Now you’re really pissing me off. If you’re not good at the piano or writing or anything, what does that make me? A total failure?”


“No, that’s not—”


“Well then, stop putting yourself down all the time. It’s getting really annoying.”


I could tell she meant it. “Okay, I’m sorry.”


We didn’t talk for a few minutes. Then Roxy pulled the deck of cards out of her backpack and we made room on the blanket to play twenty or thirty rounds of Bullshit.


    •  •  •


    Roxanne stowed the leftovers in our backpacks while I rounded up the dogs. The two of them had found a big stick and didn’t want to give up tussling over it. I managed to get it away from them and carried it down The Goat so they could play with it in our yard.


When we got back, Dad was raking leaves off the flower beds around the porch. I was surprised to see him doing yard work—that was usually Mom’s job. Of course, you had to get out of bed to rake leaves. Usually Dad played tennis on the weekends with friends or teachers from his school. Or sometimes he’d go hiking or take a bike ride. On Sundays, if Mom and I went to church with Bunny, Dad stayed home and read books. “I’ll get my wisdom from Tolstoy rather than the Gospels,” he’d say. “I trust Leo over Peter and Paul any day.”


On a normal early-summer weekend he’d have bribed me or paid a neighborhood kid to do whatever outdoor chores Mom hadn’t done. But that Saturday he was wearing an old T-shirt and scraping up last fall’s remaining leaves himself. “I just realized there were actually plants coming up under here,” he said. “Thought I ought to give them a fighting chance.” His smile looked forced.


“Want us to help?” I asked.


“I wouldn’t mind, but there’s only one other rake.”


“You rake,” Roxanne said, never one to volunteer for work. “I’ll throw the stick for Pete and Woody.” The dogs were already leaping crazily to try to get it from where she was swinging it over her head.


We worked for twenty minutes or so, uncovering hollyhocks and daisies. Seeing the green plants pushing up from under the dead leaves made me remember what they’d look like in a few weeks, tall and blooming, bending in the breeze as always. It made me feel a little optimistic—not everything had died with Bunny.


“One more time. My arm is getting tired,” Roxanne told the dogs, and then pitched the stick farther than she had before, right across the street and onto Mrs. Crosby’s front porch.
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