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To the women





One need not be a Chamber—to be Haunted—

—Emily Dickinson





A NOTE ON OUR PROCESS

This is a hybrid work of memoir and narrative nonfiction. Liza’s story is subject to the limitations of her memories from childhood. We understand that others who were there will have differing recollections. However, those events involving Tony Costa and his crimes are taken directly from the original records and source documents—police reports and detectives’ notes, prosecution and defense interviews, the trial transcript, Tony’s exhaustive medical and psychological testing, including his nine polygraphs, his prison diary as well as what he called his “factual novel” of his life and crimes, and clippings from the extensive media coverage. We were also fortunate to have more than fifty hours of digitally preserved tape recordings of interviews conducted with Tony Costa during his fifteen months in the Barnstable County Jail. Finally, we tracked down and spoke with dozens of people who knew Tony as well as those who were there and witness to the time, place, and events herein.

While quotes are taken directly from interviews, articles, letters, transcripts, and documents, we have made minor grammatical changes for the sake of clarity and readability. And lastly, some of the names and identifying details have been changed.




Prologue LIZA’S NIGHTMARE


2005


“Close your eyes and count to four,” he whispered. I felt his breath on my cheek. The barrel of the gun was hard and cold against my forehead.

I counted, and when I opened my eyes, he was gone.



I sat up quickly in bed, gasping, my body soaked with sweat.

What the hell was that?

It was pitch-dark in the room—not even a sliver of the moon to offer some light.

Damn. Another nightmare.

I’d been having them for almost two years, during which they had become more and more violent and vivid, and in each I was hunted by an anonymous man with a knife or a gun. I would struggle to recognize him, but he kept his face turned away from me. Then, just as he’d find my hiding place, I’d wake with my heart pounding and adrenaline coursing through my legs until they ached.

But this nightmare was different. In this dream, I was a young girl again, probably about nine or ten and in my summer pajamas walking down a long hotel hallway. Suddenly the elusive man blocked my path, backed me up against the wall, and pointed a gun at my head. I looked up at him and I finally saw his face. It was a man I hadn’t seen since I was a child in Provincetown, Massachusetts.

Tony Costa.

Tony had been hired as a handyman to fix torn screens and leaky faucets in the seaside motel where my mother worked summers as a housekeeper. Everybody thought Tony was great, especially me. He was part of the revolving door of so-called babysitters my mother corralled to look after me and my younger sister, Louisa. Mom was notorious for being able to find a babysitter faster than she could say the word. She’d stop people in the supermarket or the post office or at the gas pump and ask, “Do you babysit?” Mostly the person would just stare at her, wondering why a mother would hire a random stranger to look after her children with less care than she would a plumber or a car mechanic. But sometimes they said sure. Tony was one of those, and he turned out to be one of the good ones. In fact, he was one of the few kind and gentle adults in my life during those turbulent years. But then in 1969, when I was ten years old, Tony disappeared. I didn’t know why; I just knew he was gone.

So why was Tony Costa now in my dreams, holding a gun to my head and smiling with teeth better suited to a wolf? What I remembered about him was all good; in fact, Tony was a nice guy who never yelled, never hit, never made me feel small and ugly and unwanted. I had been afraid of my mother but never of Tony. So when he suddenly appeared, threatening and frightening in the dream, it confounded me.

With nowhere else to turn, I did something I learned long ago not to—I asked Mom for help. I invited her to dinner, and when she arrived at Tim’s and my house, she was already teetering as she climbed the front porch. She was seventy by then, and everywhere she went, she carried a plastic sixteen-ounce water bottle of gin in her purse.

“Those were some wild days,” she said, seated at my counter and swirling the ice around in her snifter. She was clearly enjoying the memory of those summers on Cape Cod when she was a pretty divorcée, barely thirty years old, spending most of her free time closing down the various bars and dance clubs with her own revolving door of suitors. She took a long pull on her gin and settled back into her chair while I put the last of the seasoning in the soup simmering on the stove.

“Did something happen to me back then that you’re not telling me?” I said, suddenly wondering if it had.

“What do you mean, happen to you?”

“With Tony Costa.”

“Tony Costa? Why are you still thinking about him?”

“I wasn’t until I had a nightmare about him.”

“Oh, Christ, you and your dreams,” she said, snort-laughing as she took a sip of her drink.

“Well, this one was pretty horrible. But I don’t get it. He was always so nice to me,” I said. “What do you remember about him?”

She was quiet for a moment too long, and I stopped stirring and waited. She was just staring into the bottom of her glass. Mom rarely paused to contemplate her words, so I watched, curious as to what was going to come out of her mouth.

“Well,” she said, watching the gin swirl around the glass. “I remember he turned out to be a serial killer.” She said it calmly, as if she were reading the weather report.

I felt sick. I had always had several disjointed memories about murders that occurred in Provincetown during the years we lived there, but no one ever told me who had committed them. The bits and pieces I remembered involved hideous crimes—shallow graves and hearts being carved out of bodies and teeth marks on corpses.

I suddenly had an image, as clear as the pot of soup on the stove in front of me, of my two little tan feet up on the dashboard of the Royal Coachman Motel’s utility truck. Sand was stuck between my toes, and there were flecks of old red polish on my big toenails. I loved how tan my feet would get during the long, shoeless summer, and with them poised on the dash in front of me, I would turn them this way and that, admiring their smooth brown skin. I was never pretty like my mother, but, I thought, at least I had her pretty feet. Driving the motel’s truck, always, was Tony Costa.

I shook my head to clear the image and turned back to Mom.

“A serial killer? Tony, the babysitter?”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” she said, “don’t be so dramatic. He wasn’t your babysitter.” Her eyes narrowed in emphasis. “He was the handyman.”

I felt as if someone had sucker punched me in the gut.

“Handyman at the motel…,” I said, my words trailing off as I envisioned its long hallway and recognized it from the nightmare.

“But Louisa and I went all over the Cape with him,” I sputtered. “He took us on his errands and out to the dump and out to the Truro woods. Tony was the Cape Cod Vampire? Our Tony? A serial killer?” My words were tumbling out of me.

“Yeah, so what?” she said, again reaching for her gin. “He didn’t kill you, did he?”






1 TONY


Antone Charles “Tony” Costa was born just after midnight on August 2, 1944, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. His mother, Cecelia, had married his father, Antone Fonseca Costa, in 1928, and they spent the next fifteen years trying to conceive. She finally got pregnant, and Antone—a US Navy Reserve carpenter’s mate—returned to the Pacific to fight the war. She would never see him again, and he would never meet his namesake. On April 21, 1945, Antone F. drowned in New Guinea while trying to rescue a fellow seaman during the final days of World War II. Tony was eight months old.

Only five months after Antone’s death, a very much unmarried Cecelia got pregnant by a man who was fourteen years her junior. Joseph Bonaviri was the owner of a small masonry business in Somerville, a working-class neighborhood north of Boston. After all the problems she had getting pregnant with Antone, her relationship with the young mason proved immediately fruitful, if not a tad unseemly in her Catholic and largely immigrant neighborhood. They married in May 1946, and six weeks later they welcomed a son, Vincent “Vinnie” Bonaviri, born almost two years after his half brother, Tony.

Tony grew into a bright-eyed, good-looking boy. But as he matured, he became fascinated, even obsessed, with his deceased father and begged Cecelia to tell him about brave Antone, the war hero, over and over, like a favorite bedtime story. He later said he remembered tiny details of his father’s funeral, even though he’d been only four years old when the burial was finally held. He sat for hours poring through the trunk of his father’s possessions the navy had sent home from the Pacific. Tony’s favorite items were his father’s dress uniform; his posthumous commendation for bravery, which Tony proudly took to school and showed his classmates; and a knife big enough to be called a dagger1 kept in a handmade leather sheath. Cecelia answered as many of Tony’s questions about his father as she could, but the boy’s curiosity about who the missing father was, what he was like, and most of all, how he died, seemed to haunt him.

When he was seven, Tony told his mother “a man” was visiting him in his bedroom at night and talking to him. Cecelia showed him a picture of his father and Tony said, “That’s him.” Tony never revealed whether those visits of “a man” were pure fantasy, the obsessions of a son haunted by his absent father, a young child’s nightmares, or if Tony was in fact being “visited” by a male intruder.

Every summer, Cecelia took Tony and Vinnie down to her sister’s house in Provincetown, where she worked cleaning motel rooms while the boys had the run of the town. Even though Cecelia was born in Provincetown, Tony and Vinnie were seen as outsiders, “wash-ashores,” and often made to feel somehow different by the local kids. The brothers were so inseparable they became known as Tonyandvinnie, Vinnieandtony,2 but Tony resented having his younger brother tag along and mocked him at every turn, chanting, “Vinnie, the skinny little ginnie [sic] with the ravioli eyes, put him in the oven and make french fries.”3

One of the boys with whom Tony and Vinnie played those summers was Frank Gaspar, who lived in Provincetown year-round and was part of the close-knit Portuguese community where fathers worked processing fish in the Atlantic Coast Fisheries plant and mothers cooked sea clams with linguica or mackerel vinha d’alhos for Sunday dinner and yelled to each other over the back fences, sometimes in a polyglot of languages. Frank and his family lived for the summertime, when there was regular money coming in, and they dreaded the misery of the cold months, when heat and hot water were luxuries they rarely could afford.

From the beginning, Tony was different from the other kids—somehow cooler, smarter, and more “inside himself” than anyone else. Frank Gaspar felt as if Tony were “not there, even though he was.”4

One day, a gaggle of boys was headed to the beach, and Frank told Tony to hold up while he got something out of his yard.

“Time and tide wait for no one,” Tony announced. First pointing to himself and then to Vinnie, he said, “I’m time and he’s tide.”

Frank thought that was just about the smartest thing he’d ever heard.

In those days, boys collected coupons from the back of comic books and used them to order magic kits, slingshots, X-ray glasses, kryptonite rocks, and toy soldiers. But rather than cheap comic book toys, Tony ordered a taxidermy kit from the Sears catalog. Vinnie later said Tony’s taxidermy craft was “a lot of baloney; he couldn’t stuff a sausage.”5 Nevertheless, Frank observed that Tony kept on killing and disemboweling small animals, even though he never finished a trophy that anyone saw.

During the winter months back in Somerville, Tony kept his taxidermy kit in the basement of their triple-decker on Hudson Street in the Winter Hill neighborhood, home to infamous mobster Whitey Bulger’s eponymous gang. Tony spent untold hours experimenting with chemicals and fiddling with the instruments. Later, neighbors would claim a number of their small pets, cats in particular, went missing during those years, but no one at the time associated those mysterious disappearances with anything but bad luck, certainly not with young Tony Costa.

Whether or not Tony spent too much time with dead animals and his taxidermy kit, he did spend enough time on his studies to become a gifted and popular student. When Tony was eleven, Joseph Bonaviri put him to work at his masonry company. Tony was able to figure in decimals in his head, balancing columns of cash income, outlay, unemployment insurance, Social Security deductions, and tax entries, all of which were accurate enough to survive an auditor’s inspection. Bonaviri nicknamed his stepson the Whiz Kid, and in school he earned commendations for “splendid cooperation and honesty.” His English teacher said he was a gentle young man and that there was something lovable about him.

Before Tony turned twelve, when he was in Provincetown for the summer, a local teenager lured him into his basement, tied him up, and raped him.6 As with most sexual assaults of children, then and now, the attack was never reported to police, and Tony never revealed publicly who had raped him or if it happened more than once. Tony would only say it was an “older kid.” And more than fifty years later, in 2009, Tony’s ex-wife still refused to identify the attacker, saying only that the man was still alive and still living in Provincetown. However, she did disclose “it was just one of the experiences that nestled in [Tony’s] psyche.”7

Tragically, it might not have been the only sexual assault Tony suffered during his summers in Provincetown. Cory Devereaux, a local boy who would become one of Tony’s young followers, said he and several other boys were sexually molested “every fucking Sunday”8 by Father Leo DuarteI, the parish priest at St. Peter the Apostle Catholic Church in Provincetown. When Devereaux was seven years old, he said the priest drugged him and the other altar boys with a shot glass of spiked wine, telling them it was “the blood of Christ.” Then, one by one, Duarte took the boys “in the back” of the church. Unlike Tony’s attack by the “older kid,” Devereaux’s alleged attack did get reported after he was found unconscious on the street and taken to the police. Then, in front of his mother; the town doctor, Dr. Daniel Hiebert; and the chief of police, Francis Marshall, the story came tumbling out.

“They tried to pin it on my stepfather, but it was Duarte. That much I know. But the fuckers did nothing,” Cory said, his anger and hatred of the Catholic Church and the powers that protected its pedophile priests still palpable sixty years later.

Regardless of whom Tony’s attacker was or how Tony felt about the rape, he said that it was then that he began to lose his faith in God. While Tony would marry and christen his children in the Church, he wouldn’t attend regular services until he was in prison serving time for first-degree murder. Then he went nearly every day.



On August 2, 1960, Tony turned sixteen, and with some of the money from his father’s death benefits, Cecelia bought him his first car, a secondhand jalopy. He adored the car and rented space in a neighbor’s garage in Somerville so he wouldn’t have to leave it on the street at night. But with the garage came the neighbor’s daughter, Donna, who, according to Tony, was “an annoying skinny little pest,”9 a teenybopper with a crush on him.

One could hardly blame the girl for thinking that Tony liked her. The year before, when Donna was thirteen, Tony began taking her down into his basement, where he bound her hands, laid her on a pool table, and pulled down her underpants. Tony claimed that he just “looked at her.” Then, in November 1961, according to Tony, Donna gave him a key to her house so he could come upstairs when her parents were asleep. He did, but as he stood over her bed, she screamed, and he ran out of the house. Several days later, Tony tried to drag her into his basement. She screamed again, and he slapped her hard across the face. She ran home, and when she was questioned about the bruise, she told her mother Tony “wouldn’t let me go.”10 She went on to tell her parents about how several nights before she had awoken to find him standing over her bed, fondling her through her nightgown. Despite their differing accounts, Tony was arrested and charged with assault and battery and breaking and entering with intent to commit a felony (rape). He told the court he was just trying to find out why she “hated my guts.” The judge didn’t buy it. Although there was no evidence that Tony had broken into the apartment, he nonetheless was convicted of both charges and given a one-year suspended sentence, three-year probation, and ordered to get out of Somerville for good.

Cecelia did as the court demanded and sent him to Provincetown to live with her sister until things cooled down with the authorities. But things didn’t cool down, and several months later, Cecelia and Vinnie packed their bags and joined Tony in Provincetown. Along with Somerville, Cecelia left Joseph Bonaviri behind for good. While Bonaviri paid $50 a week for Vinnie’s child support, he never again had anything to do with the Whiz Kid.

I. While the spelling of the priest’s name is recorded in various places as both Duarte and Duart, the most common spelling is Duarte.






2 LIZA


My mother married my father so they could finally have sex. She got a kick out of saying it. Truth was, she adored Dad when they were both sixteen and she first saw him at a party in Bridgewater at his family’s funeral home, of all places. He was playing a piano which stood in the corner near an empty casket stand, and he was belting out “Pennies from Heaven.” She was hooked, but she was dead serious about only getting married so she could have sex. Good Catholic girls, among which she considered herself, didn’t have sex before marriage. Not in 1958 anyway. Years later, when I asked about their wedding night, she laughed, remembering my father jumping around their hotel room “holding on to his thing, poor bastard,” as they tried to avoid pregnancy with Catholic birth control: withdrawal. It didn’t work. I was born exactly nine months after that night, and my sister, Louisa, twenty-two months after that.

Their marriage had begun well enough, but by the time I was four, the soft murmurs from behind their closed bedroom door had been replaced by fighting so loud and ferocious it sent me and Louisa to the cubbyhole crawl space in our bedroom to hide, covering our ears and crouching amid the dusty suitcases stored there. But hiding didn’t work. Our house was tiny, and their screaming pounded through the thin walls.

As best we could make out from all the yelling, she was sick to damn death of our father, and she wished he’d do us all a favor and jump off the damn Sagamore Bridge, and she was just about ready to pack up his bags and throw him out on his damn ass and be done with his damn shit once and for all! He could tell his damn lies to someone else. She was through.

And then one night, she really was.

When Dad came home that night, he tried to explain himself but Mom would hear none of it. Their fighting once again sent me and Louisa to the crawl space, where we fell asleep. Mom finally found us, dragged us out, and put us to bed. In the morning, two of the dusty suitcases were packed and sitting in the hall. Before we knew what hit us, Dad was gone.

He didn’t say goodbye.



After she threw him out, Mom was desperate to finally be free of Dad. But everybody knew Catholics didn’t divorce. Ever. She had tried her whole life to be a front-row kind of Catholic, so she hoped she was in pretty good standing for getting some special favors from Father Francis Shea, the same priest who had married her and Dad four years before. But, turned out she was wrong.

“You can’t get a divorce. It’s simply not done,” Father Shea said, and sat back in his chair, scowling.

“What about an annulment?” she asked.

“It’s too late for that,” Father Shea said. “Listen, if you won’t think about yourself, Betty, think about the girls. If you are determined to get a divorce, they’ll be damned in the eyes of the Holy Father,” he said, and crossed himself. “The only eyes that matter.”

“I am very determined to get a divorce.” She was surprised that the words came out cold rather than compliant.

Father Shea rose from his chair and smoothed the front of his cassock. “Then I think it’s time for you to leave my office,” he said, motioning toward the door. “I can’t help you.”

She left and slammed the door—hard enough, she hoped, to dislodge the crucifix hanging over the threshold. She was glad she made it to the car before her tears started.

Mom told the story a lot. It was another of her favorites and one of many I heard while eavesdropping on her phone calls to Joan, Mom’s best friend since college. We called her Auntie because she and Mom were as close as sisters. Mom would sit on the floor under the phone that hung on the kitchen wall—her legs outstretched with a tall glass of rum and Coke balanced between her thighs—put her plaid beanbag ashtray next to her, light a little cigar or one of her Virginia Slims cigarettes, and vent her fury. Her mother, my nana Noonan, told me that’s what girlfriends did: they talked to each other until they were all talked out and calm. I wondered why it never worked with Mom.

“The Catholic Church is a cult, and that Father Shea is a weasel,” Mom told Auntie, blowing a gust of cigarette smoke above her head. “He owed me that annulment. He owed me.”

I never knew what that meant, but I could see how sad and angry his denunciation made her. For one thing, she started to swear, a lot. She had always said damn and shit and bastard and bitch, but now she was pissed, fucking pissed, at having spent so much of her young life on her knees genuflecting to the fucking cult. While the swearing was real, I also think she loved to shock Auntie, who “wouldn’t have said shit if she had a mouthful of it,” according to Mom. So Mom said it for her, and then some. She told Auntie she was done, fucking done with all the goddamn Catholic bullshit. And she was. While she still forced Louisa and me to go every Sunday until our confirmations, she was through.

So Mom went to court and got herself a regular fucking divorce.

After Dad left, I kind of hoped that Mom’s anger would leave too. But instead it only got worse, and with Dad not there to absorb some of her rage, she came after me with both barrels. When they were in high school together, she had played on the basketball team, and because she gritted her teeth when she dribbled the ball from one end of the court to the other, Dad had nicknamed her “the Fang.” Now, she gritted those teeth at me as she backhanded my face, over and over. I learned not to cry, not to protest, not to fight back, because the few times I had, she’d really railed on me. Challenging her only fueled her rage. So I would stand there and stare her down as the welt grew on my cheek.

“Mummy hates you,” Louisa said once after I had gotten smacked for bumping into the kitchen table and spilling her rum and Coke.

I slapped Louisa when she’d said it. She was right, but I didn’t want her to know it, never mind speak it out loud.

So I became very good at finding places to hide from my mother. I spent hours, sometimes entire days alone reading Nancy Drew mysteries or playing house with my dolls; at least in those make-believe houses I could create a normal family in a world of love, comfort, and, most of all, safety.

Meanwhile, I waited for Dad to come back and save me, to take me with him wherever he had gone.






3 TONY


By December 1961, when Tony enrolled in Provincetown High School to finish his senior year, he had grown into a handsome young man. He was tall, slender, and powerfully built, with a cleft chin, strong jawline, smooth olive complexion, and a head of thick dark hair. Upon Tony’s admission to PHS, the principal, presumably unaware that the young man was on probation for assault and battery, breaking and entering, and attempted rape, noted in his file that he “seems to be a gentleman.”1 He was kind and polite, particularly with adults, always using sir and ma’am. He also gave off an air of sensuality like a fragrance and if he flashed his wide grin, he could turn a junkyard dog into a squirming puppy.

When Tony traveled the halls of PHS, he wouldn’t just walk—he’d strut, thinking himself an utterly “cool cat,” in the parlance of the 1960s. As one witness would later describe him: “He was cool because he had reserve. He was cool because he had poise. He was cool because he had for authority a quiet scorn.… He was cool because he did his thing regardless of what people thought. He was cool because he went after anything he wanted with breathtaking directness.”2

Even though Tony’s family members were working-class Portuguese immigrants and his mother a chambermaid who survived during the winter months on welfare and Vinnie’s child support, he thought of himself as a city kid, somehow better and smarter than his Provincetown classmates. He complained that the other kids in his class were “boobs” who threw spitballs and snapped paper clips at each other with rubber bands all day. Instead of his classmates, he preferred hanging out with young teenagers who looked up to him like some sort of an older, hip hero, a role Tony was all too happy to cultivate.

One day in the spring of 1962, just weeks before his graduation, he approached a group of eighth-grade girls gathered on the sidewalk in front of the Lobster Pot on Commercial Street. He wore polished black shoes with pointed toes, black chinos, and a sport jacket, and the girls watched the high school senior approach with something like wonder. He was moving toward them.

One of the girls, Judy, said, “That’s my cousin,” as Tony approached.

When she introduced him to the other girls, he held out a pack of Juicy Fruit gum, assuring them there was “plenty more where this came from.” Judy noticed a ring on his pinkie finger and complimented it.

“I’m hoping to find a chain and just the right neck to adorn. Any ideas?” he said, giving the girls his best smile. “Well, I am off to the library so I shall bid all of you lovely ladies adieu.”3

And just like that, thirteen-year-old Avis Lou Johnson fell in love; for the first time in her young life, her future looked bright. Her mother had raised her with an iron fist after her father had disappeared from their life when Avis was just four years old. The abandonment broke Avis’s young heart. When she saw Tony stride up to her and her friends, she felt as if a missing piece in her life had miraculously reappeared. She had written long passages in her diary about the day when she would meet a rich man who’d give her the love she craved and buy her everything she wanted. Instead, she met Tony Costa.

Within days of their meeting on the street, Avis and Tony were “an item,” but when her mother got wind of it, she tried to shut down the young love. Marian Johnson thought—as did many Provincetown mothers and fathers—that there was something terribly wrong with the seventeen-year-old Tony Costa sniffing around Avis and her friends, handing out sticks of gum and flirting with them about who would wear his ring around their neck.

Avis, however, was undeterred. She had known Tony most of her life as a summer kid, but when she saw him sauntering toward her and her girlfriends that April morning in 1962, she felt as if she were looking at her future, a future she imagined away from her mother’s stifling control and away from having to care for her sister, Carol, who had contracted lupus, a burden that fell heavily on Avis’s shoulders. When she complained about having to do Carol’s chores, like taking out the garbage or walking the dog, her mother would snap, “You should be grateful you can walk.” As Carol’s condition worsened, chronic pain caused the young girl to become something of a recluse, and Avis would regale her with stories of school, biking all over Provincetown, digging for clams in the bay, and, most of all, boys. After Avis and Tony began dating, Carol lived vicariously through Avis’s hushed confessions of heavy petting and, eventually, of their sex.

In her older, wiser boyfriend, Avis saw someone who would give her the grown-up life she wanted, and she dreamed of marrying him, playing the name “Mrs. Avis Costa” through her head over and over like a tape. After her confirmation at St. Peter’s, she walked out of the church and saw Tony waiting at the bottom of the stairs, looking like Elvis Presley in his usual outfit of a blazer, pressed chinos, and black shoes, his hair slicked back with Vaseline and a sly smile on his face. As she walked down the steps toward him, she felt like she had gotten married, instead of confirmed.4

Marian’s fears about Tony only worsened after she learned that he was on probation for an attempted rape back in Somerville only a year before. But it was too late.

“He wanted me then; we wanted each other,”5 Avis said.

Because she was only thirteen, they needed her mother’s approval to get married, but Marian refused to grant it. They decided to force her hand by intentionally getting pregnant. He would pick her up at school and they would drive out to the Provincetown dump or Pilgrim Springs to have sex, both places close enough for her to get back to school before her next class. When time wasn’t an issue, they drove out to Truro’s infamous lovers’ lane—a clearing in the dense woods behind the Pine Grove Cemetery—where they would spot the signs of litter left behind by others who’d been there before them with a similar purpose but decidedly different aim: used condoms. It took them six months, but Avis finally conceived, as well she might since they had sex nearly every day, sometimes both morning and night.6

With the deed done, Marian Johnson put her signature to the marriage license, but she was far from happy about it.

“You deliberately seduced her,” she told Tony. “You don’t have a conscience or a decent instinct.… You know it, your relatives know it… you are marrying her just to save yourself from jail.”7

On April 20, 1963, one day shy of the eighteenth anniversary of his father’s death, Tony and Avis married at St. Peter’s with Father Duarte presiding. Already four months pregnant, Avis fainted at the altar, and Tony had to hold her up through the long mass. Later, at the reception in her grandmother’s living room, she vomited up her breakfast. Avis was fourteen years old.



Kids grew up fast in Provincetown. Between the free-wheeling artists, the freedom-seeking homosexuals, the free-love hippies, and the unending supply of drugs and alcohol that flowed through the town like hot lava, young children turned into savvy and often troubled teenagers overnight. It didn’t help that the locals who stayed on past Labor Day and lived in the shuttered, desolate town fought poverty, depression, addiction, and domestic violence through a long, gray winter that stank of rotting fish.

Avis Johnson Costa was no exception. By the fall of 1963, she had met the man of her dreams, gotten pregnant, then married, and had her first child, Peter—all before she turned fifteen. But, while the lovestruck teenage girl envisioned a life of security, romance, and, best of all, freedom with her charming older husband, Tony quickly crumbled under the weight and responsibility of being a husband and father. He’d often leave their cramped apartment after an argument and walk the beaches and dunes, sometimes all night. A few months into their marriage, Tony got drunk and sat on the couch crying.

“My feet are staring at me! Go get me a towel to cover them!”

Avis did, but it was all she could do not to roll her eyes at his histrionics.

Another time, Tony collapsed in her arms, sobbing, “I can’t do this. I have to get away from here.”8

“Fine,” she said, rapidly wearying of her fragile husband. “Go. I have the best part of you—Peter.”

Tony stayed; even though his life felt suffocating, Avis was his anchor, and without her he feared he’d drift away with the next high tide. And although he belittled her, reminding her of her lack of a high school education and mocking her crooked teeth and plain looks, he needed her and she knew it. For all of his failures as a father and husband, Tony loved Avis and baby Peter, perhaps as much as he was capable, but he was unable to give them what he himself most craved: a solid family life, safety, and an end to the increasingly dark and disturbing thoughts roiling through his head.



The first year of their marriage, they lived in a first-floor apartment on Hughes Road in Truro that Avis felt was haunted. Night after night she’d wake to an ominous visage standing at the end of their bed. She’d rouse Tony, crying, “Do you see it? Right there?” He never did, but her belief that something was there was so strong, he once grabbed a rifle he kept next to the bed, aimed it where she pointed, and shot a hole through the wall right above Peter’s crib, who by this point was wailing. While Tony wondered if the possible ghost was a poltergeist of his dead father, Avis began to believe it was the grim reaper and that his portent of death was always lurking, ready to reach out and take someone she needed, or worse, someone she loved.

Through it all, they fought. Money was always tight even though Cecelia had given them $2,450 ($20,250 in today’s dollars) for a wedding present—$450 in savings bonds and $2,000 she had saved of his father’s $10,000 naval insurance policy. But, by early 1964, less than a year after their marriage, Tony had burned through all of it (which is perhaps not surprising given that he “thanked” his mother for the gift by telling her, “The money means nothing to me. I’d rather have my father,” as if she had had any control over Antone’s fate).

Their arguments only got worse when Tony’s inability to secure regular work forced them to borrow money from people all over town. Feeling indebted particularly rankled Tony.

“We owe them nothing,” he told Avis.

Calling those who had loaned them money “ignorant jerks,” he insisted, “They ought to pay me just for speaking to them.”9






4 LIZA


Mom loved being behind the wheel; it didn’t seem like she cared where we were going, so long as it was somewhere else. And with Dad out of the picture, Louisa and I spent a lot of time in the back seat of her Chevy Malibu. On the longer drives, Louisa mostly slept, especially at night, propped up against her door behind the passenger seat, but I sat wide awake right behind Mom, counting the oncoming headlights on the other side of the road. As she drove, I asked her questions about where we were going, how long until we’d get there, what we would do when we arrived, until she said, “Do you ever shut up? Go to sleep,” and I went back to counting headlights and twirling my already curly hair around my index fingers—a nervous habit I’d picked up from watching my dad, who also twirled his. But as soon as I started, she’d bark, “Stop that twirling, you look like Denny Dimwit.” I didn’t know who that was, but I didn’t like the sound of it, so I’d tuck my fingers under my thighs to keep them out of my hair.

Sometimes when we were driving home late from Auntie and Uncle Hank’s house, after a long night of them drinking at the kitchen counter, she’d drive with her head almost all the way out the window to keep herself awake. One of those nights, the blue lights of a police cruiser pulled us over.

“Shit!” Mom said, pulling to the side of the road, the tires biting through gravel.

I heard her rummage through her purse and then put two or three pieces of gum into her mouth, muttering “shitshitshit” as she watched the cop in the rearview mirror walk up to our car. The car filled with the smell of cinnamon gum as the flickering beam of the cop’s flashlight approached. Usually she was able to smile and laugh and pat the officer’s arm through the open window and just get a warning to “take it easy, young lady. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to you and those pretty girls of yours.” Pretty girls. I loved that. She would laugh and thank him, and then we’d be back on the road, driving so slow it seemed like we could walk home faster. But after she had finally been stopped by a cop she couldn’t sweet-talk, and she lost her license for ninety days; it didn’t keep her from driving, but it sure slowed her down for a while.

On the longer drives, she’d forget we were in the back seat and would sing along with the radio, partly to keep herself awake, partly because she loved the sound of her own voice. I sang along too, but not out loud; that would have just made her mad. I learned to memorize the lyrics just like I memorized her stories. One she loved to tell was about the night I was born. It always began with Mom shivering on her gurney as the nurse wheeled her into the hallway of the obstetrics ward at Brockton Hospital, patted her shoulder and then disappeared. Mom lay there, cold, miserable, and alone, wanting a cigarette in the worst way. The hallway was empty except for other women in labor, screaming and moaning on their gurneys.

Why in hell am I waiting out here in the damn hallway? she wondered.

As one of her contractions ebbed, Mom leaned over the edge of the gurney and vomited her dinner onto the gray linoleum floor. Her head spun, and her eyes wouldn’t quite focus.

Where the hell is everybody?

The next thing she remembered I was born.

She called it “the worst night of her life.”

I never knew why she loved to tell that story so much.



My mother named me after herself, Elizabeth, but everybody—Mom, Dad, my sister, grandparents, aunties, uncles, cousins—called me Liza. I asked her why she named me Elizabeth but never called me Elizabeth and she shooed me away, saying, “I don’t know. I don’t remember.” But come to think of it, she was never called Elizabeth either. Everybody always called her Betty.

I think she assumed she was going to love me when I was born, but by the time she realized she didn’t, it was too late to take her name back. Not everybody automatically loves their babies, you know, I once heard her say to a friend. The words scared me; doesn’t everybody love their babies? She didn’t hate me, but I don’t think she liked me very much. And she certainly didn’t show me any affection—hugs, caresses, a kiss on my cheek? Never. I didn’t know why, but it felt as if Mom had it in for me right from the start. She loved to tell people that when I was born, I looked just like Bob Hope—Bob Hope with a bad case of eczema. She always laughed and laughed telling that story.

As I grew older and taller, she said I looked like Bambi because my legs were too long and skinny for my body.

“You’re too tall for a girl,” she’d say, as if I could do anything about it. Or, “Can’t you do something about that hair? It looks like a mess of steel wool.” She also said my ears stuck out “like your father’s… But don’t worry, Elizabeth Taylor had hers pinned back, and we can pin your hound-dog ears back too if we have to.” I didn’t much like the sound of that. But I knew her real problem with me wasn’t my Dumbo ears or my tall, skinny Bambi legs, or that I had been an ugly baby with a bad skin rash; it was that every day I became a little bit more like my father. I was even beginning to laugh like him.






5 TONY


Tony Costa assumed all women, including one as young as Avis, ironed their sons’ and husbands’ clothes, right down to their boxer shorts, and kept an immaculate house, where pets were only allowed in the basement—like his mother did. But unlike Cecelia, Avis hated housework. Nonetheless, early in their marriage she reluctantly bowed to his demand that there never be so much as a dirty dish in the sink; otherwise, he often threatened, she could always return to her mother’s house. “Dirty dishes make him mad,” she later confided.1 Cecelia was no help; rather than offer a hand to her overwhelmed daughter-in-law, she criticized everything about Avis—her appearance, her housekeeping, her mothering, and mostly her care of “my Tony,” as Cecelia always called him. When Avis and a girlfriend would see her walking across Conant Street, they’d groan, “Oh no, here she comes.”

Avis learned to cook and sew and wash the laundry on a scrub board in the bathroom tub, but as hard as she tried to keep a clean and tidy house, Tony was never satisfied. He found fault with just about every aspect of her, berating her privately and in front of their friends and family, calling her a simpleminded ding-a-ling, a neglectful mother, and an abysmal wife. Their bickering soon devolved into violence; Avis reported to a family doctor that Tony had hit her and the baby more than once. Within a year of their wedding, they consulted a lawyer about a divorce but were told they couldn’t just say they didn’t love each other anymore and end their marriage. It didn’t work that way, particularly with a young child already in the picture. Not only had they both grown up Catholic, but the no-fault divorce was yet to come; in the 1960s, a couple had to have cause and proof that the marriage was over.

So they soldiered on in their sad and volatile dysfunction, but Tony was determined to bring some excitement back into their sex life. It had been a long time since their dangerous and delicious lovemaking in the back seat of his car out in the Truro woods.

He had heard about a “wild” book, full of pictures and instructions on different sexual positions. It was called the Kama Sutra. He found a copy in Molly Malone Cook’s East End Bookshop on Commercial Street and quickly tucked it into his jacket, lest the salesgirl know he was into “some kinky shit.” After looking through the pictures, he screwed a thick metal hook “not meant for hanging plants”2 into his and Avis’s kitchen ceiling. He told her that hanging by her feet would get her high from the rush of blood to her head and heighten her sexual pleasure. Panting with the effort, he fastened her into the rig, but it only made her dizzy to the point of passing out, and he let her down. Then with considerable effort, he pulled himself up, secured the rope, and masturbated as he swung at the end of it. Avis watched as Tony hung on the hook. She felt “ready to puke, for something I had loved was there, dead, hanging like a gutted deer, turning slowly in the lamplight. After that I had only pity for Tony, and that is the worst thing that can happen between two married people—pity. I found that out.”3

He put her on the hook two or three more times before that “thrill” paled, and then he tied her to their bed and burned her with a cigarette.4 Thankfully, that “game” was also short-lived.

Next, he told Avis that he had gone to parties in Somerville where the boys would put pillows over the girls’ faces until they passed out so that they could “then do whatever we wanted to them.” He insisted that he and Avis do the same thing and put a plastic bag over her face until she lost consciousness.5 At least once, he demanded that she beat him with a belt while he masturbated. He also inserted a wooden phallus into her vagina, insisting she was “too tight.” Avis found that “just plain silly” because Tony’s penis was smaller than the phallus. Still other times he had her “finish him off” after he’d masturbated almost to the point of orgasm, or he’d kneel on the floor by the bed and rub her naked body while he masturbated. All of this she did with a growing weariness.

Tony was probably engaging in hypererotic sex because he was becoming numb to stimuli and had to have ever more dangerous and volatile sex in order to be at all aroused, let alone reach orgasm. As odd and unsettling as it was, fifteen-year-old Avis had no idea this wasn’t what every married couple did, particularly with Tony insisting it was.

“I learned everything I knew about sex from Tony, including birth control, which is how I got pregnant,” Avis said.6

One friend later said, “She was just fourteen or fifteen—a baby having babies. What did she know?” But without achieving any sexual satisfaction herself and missing what had been their more normal lovemaking during their dating days, Avis soon became depressed over the pressure and guilt Tony applied to get her to take part in his increasingly perverse sex acts.

Night after night she lay awake, sleepless with anxiety. While their sex (most of which was his masturbation) left him momentarily satisfied, it left her drained and disillusioned. She realized Tony seemed to be able to perform sexually only if she was unconscious or doped to the point of near catatonia from chloral hydrate, a powerful sedative now known more commonly as a mickey, or the date rape drug, which Tony kept in his taxidermy kit.7 Avis asked him why he wanted to have sex with her only when she was unconscious, “like I’m dead, Tony.” While she wished there was an adult she could talk to who’d “listen and understand,” at the same time she also didn’t want people to know there might be something wrong with Tony.8 She was left alone with her burgeoning fear and anxiety.

After her last time hanging on the hook and desperate for sleep, Avis opened Tony’s taxidermy kit and took out his bottle of chloral hydrate. She sat on the edge of their bed where Tony lay sleeping, unscrewed the cap, and swallowed the entire vial. She passed out, pitching headfirst onto the floor with a loud thud, waking Tony. Unable to rouse her, he wrapped the baby in a blanket and Avis in her robe, and drove them to their family physician, Dr. Daniel Hiebert, frantically ringing the nighttime emergency bell until the doctor came to the door. For the next several hours, the men pumped Avis’s stomach, forced coffee down her throat, and walked her back and forth through the office until the drug had cleared her system.9

While the police ruled the overdose a suicide attempt, they told Tony if she had died he would have been charged with manslaughter. Afterward, she refused to engage in his increasingly bizarre sex acts, and as a result they all but stopped having sex. But there was at least one exception to the abstinence, and in the spring of 1965, their second child, Michael, was born. Tony was not yet twenty-one, and Avis only sixteen.






6 LIZA


My mother had big dreams and fancy tastes; she wanted to travel, spend her summers on the beach, and, mostly, find a handsome man who would put a huge diamond on her finger. But her regular job as a home ec teacher at Stoughton High School didn’t provide the money or the lifestyle for any of those things. So in the spring of 1966, when Auntie called to say there was a summer job at a motel that Auntie’s husband, Uncle Hank, co-owned and had just finished building on the Cape, Mom was thrilled. It was a first step toward all of her dreams, especially meeting a rich man, even though her father, Grampa Georgie, said only whores and circus freaks lived in Provincetown. Or maybe he said Hyannis. Didn’t matter which. Mom ignored him and got us ready to leave.

I found her in her bedroom packing.

“How long will it take us to get to Provincetown?” I asked as I plopped down on the bed to watch her pack.

“Get off-a there,” she said, pushing me off the bed. “I just folded that.”

Her push was hard, so I had to take a few steps to catch myself from falling. I stood in the door a safe distance away from her hands and feet, watching her resmooth the blouse I had sat on. Without knowing I was doing it, I started scratching at the angry red welts in the crooks of my arms and behind my knees. Mom told me the eczema I’d been born with only got worse after Dad left, spreading to my belly and the insides of my fingers and wrists. Some days it was worse than others, and my scratching left streaks of blood on my arms, legs, and clothes. Sometimes Grampa Georgie would run a bath with Epsom salts—he had a cure for everything, and for eczema it was a warm bath. For a while it helped the itching but not the rash; still, the baths always made me feel better.

“Stop that scratching!” Mom said, looking up from her packing. “You’re only making it worse.”

I forced my hands to my sides, even though the rash was bad that day with tiny bubbles of oozing pus on my arms and hands.

“So how long do you think it will take us to get there, Ma?” I tried again, fiddling against the itching burn on my arms.

Her hands slowed as she the folded the sleeves of the blouse, and I instinctively took another step back. She turned to me, her lips pressed together and her eyes narrowed to slits.

“How many times have I told you to call me Mummy?” she said through clenched teeth. “Ma sounds like something some half-breed dimwit would say.”

Half-breed. It would be years before I understood that if I sounded ignorant then she too sounded ignorant, or worse, low-class. To her Mummy sounded highbrow, like something the Kennedys would say.

“How long will it take to get there, Mummy? Will we be there by dinner?”

“For Christ’s sake, how should I know?” she said, putting the perfectly folded blouse into the suitcase on the bed and reaching for another to fold. “What do I look like? A road map? Go ask Grampa.”

Nana and Grampa Georgie lived next door to us in West Bridgewater. He had built a little two-bedroom house on his land for Mom and Dad when they got married, and we’d lived in it ever since. I found Grampa Georgie where I usually did—in his basement, where along with a set of encyclopedias he had a shelf of little nip bottles of booze with white screw caps. I often wondered if Grampa Georgie didn’t like his nips too much. Sometimes he tripped when he was only walking across the room, and other times he’d get mad at a tool and throw it across the barn yelling Goddamn it! Sometimes he’d yell at the car in front of him on the road: LEARN HOW TO DRIVE, YA CHOWDAHHEAD! And his breath usually didn’t smell very good, kind of sour and a little like vomit.

Everybody knew not to make Grampa Georgie mad on account of something called his Irish temper. I didn’t know what that was and I didn’t want to find out. But Mom knew. When she was about thirteen, she had sassed her mother, my nana, and before Mom knew it, Grampa had her over his knee, pulled her pants down, and spanked her like a toddler. She said that Grampa Georgie pulling her pants down and spanking her bare bottom at thirteen years old was just about the worst thing that ever happened to her. Unfortunately, Mom’s shame at being spanked by her father didn’t stop her from doing the same to me when it was her turn as a parent. I guess that’s why Grampa Georgie and Nana never stopped her when she backhanded me. They’d taught her everything she knew about being a mom.



I came down the cellar stairs and saw Grampa Georgie leaning back in his chair with his big work boots propped on his metal desk. He had never gotten around to finishing his basement “office,” so instead of walls there were just studs, and I loved to play between them. When he heard me on the stairs, he quickly took a last swallow of his nip and threw the empty bottle toward the trash can in the corner. It hit the metal can with a clank but bounced off the side and skittered across the floor.

“Hey there, Tootsie, whacha up to?” he said, smiling and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

I asked him how long it would take us to drive to Provincetown.

“Place is full of goddamn chowdahheads!” he muttered as he got up out of his chair. “I don’t know why your mother is dragging you girls to the ends of the goddamn earth for the entire summer!” He went over to a rusty filing cabinet, pulled a map out of a drawer, and brought it back to the desk.

“Come over here, and I’ll show ya,” he said, switching on the light and clearing a space on the desk to smooth out the map.

“There, right there,” he said, putting his finger on the map, “is P’town. And here”—he moved his finger slowly across the map—“right next to the Hockomock Swamp is West Bridgewater, where we live.”

I looked at the route from West Bridgewater down to and over the Sagamore Bridge and then all the way out to the very end of Route 6 on Cape Cod—Provincetown. I thought of all the headlights I’d count along the way.

“Looks like a long way. How long will it take to drive there?” I said.

He thought about it as he studied the map. “I dunno. ’Bout a hundred miles. Shouldn’t take ya mother longer than two, two and a half hours, depending on traffic. Especially the way she drives,” he added with a chuckle. “She learned that from me.” Betty drives like a bat outta hell, just like me, he loved to say.

He was right. We were there in a little over two hours. After we’d crossed over the Sagamore Bridge, I don’t think she hit the brakes once.

We arrived a couple of days before the start of the Memorial Day weekend, the official kickoff to the summer season on Cape Cod. Mom’s new job was head of housekeeping, which I knew was a fancy title for someone who changed beds and cleaned toilets. Still, she was thrilled to be working at the Royal Coachman Motel on Route 6A, just north of the Truro town line. It was so new it sparkled.

It was a motel unlike any other on the Outer Cape, where most motels were a handful of one-room, weather-beaten clapboard cottages along the two-lane highway. But the RC, as we called it, had 168 rooms on three floors, indoor and outdoor Olympic-size swimming pools, tennis courts, and a restaurant and cocktail lounge. The glossy brochures stacked on the front desk boasted, “None larger, newer or finer. Dancing and entertainment nightly.”

It also promised a summer of fun for me and Louisa playing with Auntie and Uncle Hank’s two kids, four-year-old Gail and six-year-old Geoff. Our mothers were the kind of best friends who were practically inseparable, so we four had grown up together, and Gail and Geoff were more like our cousins or even our siblings. We spent so much time together that Louisa even started to think that Uncle Hank was our father. I stopped telling her she was wrong because it seemed to make her feel better to believe that he was.



Mom and Auntie’s first order of business was hiring a small army of maids to clean all those rooms. One was a short, plump woman with rounded shoulders and sad, deep-set eyes who spoke with a slight accent, Portuguese or Italian, I didn’t know which. Her name was Cecelia, and she was only fifty-six but she was already bent by years of scrubbing toilets and floors in other people’s houses and motels. Along with her pale yellow sweater, every day she wore her white imitation-leather shoes, half loafer half sneaker, laced so tight her ankles swelled over the tops.

I loved Cecelia right away. She was soft and patient and gave the best hugs I’d ever had. And even if her breath sometimes smelled sour, like Grampa Georgie’s, I didn’t mind because in the solid warmth of her arms, I knew that I was loved. Unlike my mother, Cecelia’s eyes would light up when she saw me, and she made me feel that I belonged somewhere. When I was with her, talking for hours in the hotel’s laundry room while she folded sheets and towels warm from the dryer, listening to her hum her church songs, I felt something I rarely did anywhere else. Safe.






7 TONY


Tony always seemed to be looking for work, and when he found it, he did a solid job—electrical, plumbing, carpentry, stonework, painting—he could do just about anything related to constructing or maintaining a building. Even when there wasn’t a major construction job on the Outer Cape, he usually could find an odd job here or there because he was unlicensed and nonunion, and therefore cheaper labor for those hiring. The guys on his work sites said he did a “great job” when he worked, but he was unreliable and prone to impulsive and erratic outbursts that left him withdrawn and sullen if he didn’t get his way. As his friends, including lifelong Provincetown resident Bob Anthony, noted, “Tony always had to be right. About everything.”1 Avis agreed, saying that Tony “considered himself the sole judge on everything”2 and “if he thought he was right and someone disagreed, he would flip.”3 That didn’t go over well with his bosses and foremen, and it often isolated him from his peers, who merely laughed at his childish tantrums.

He had never been one to set goals for himself, and often he could barely muster the energy to get out of bed and read the daily want ads in the Provincetown Advocate. So work remained sporadic. With no regular job to go to, Tony did a lot of walking, usually the dunes where he could be alone, as well as up and down Commercial Street, running into friends and his young hangers-on. A favorite stop along his treks was the counter at Adams Pharmacy, where he would order a cup of tea and a small packet of Lorna Doones, and he would nurse the two while he listened to the older waitresses gossip. One dreary November morning, Tony sat at the counter with a friend who told him about a doctor in Wellfleet he was seeing for his alcoholism. Tony asked if the doc might be able to help him with his crumbling marriage and whatever it was that was gnawing at his stomach. Wellfleet was just far enough from Provincetown that nobody would have to know Tony’s business. A week later, Tony hitchhiked the fifteen miles to Dr. Sidney Callis’s office on Route 6 and walked into the gray clapboard building for the first time.

Dr. Sidney Callis had graduated from Kansas City College of Osteopathy and Surgery, which bestowed a DO (doctor of osteopathic medicine) but not an MD. Then, because of an interest in psychosomatic medicine dealing with emotional illness, Callis did part of his residency at Bridgewater State Hospital, an asylum for the criminally insane, south of Boston. In 1967, Bridgewater would be the subject of a damning documentary, Titicut Follies by Frederick Wiseman, which exposed brutal and often inhumane treatment of its inmates. After only a few months at Bridgewater, Callis considered himself qualified to act as a marriage counselor. By the time Tony walked into his office, Callis had been practicing medicine and doing counseling in Wellfleet for fifteen years.

Callis asked Tony a few preliminary questions and made note of the young man’s hand-wringing and scratching of his ear, observing that his fingernails were bitten to the quick. Callis told Tony he suffered from a nervous condition, and rather than marriage counseling, he recommended an antianxiety medication. Callis gave him an envelope full of Solacen, each capsule containing 350 milligrams of tybamate, an otherwise safe tranquilizer when used as prescribed but potentially dangerous if abused, particularly when mixed with other drugs.

That evening, Tony took his first pill fifteen minutes before eating, as directed. But by the time Avis put his chocolate pudding dessert in front of him, he told her he couldn’t pick up the spoon.

“Why not?” she said.

“Because it feels like it weighs twenty pounds,” Tony said, and with that he promptly fell asleep, his head falling forward onto the table.

Avis was stunned and shook him awake.

“Jesus, Tony. Look at you,” she said. “What did that quack give you?”

Years later Tony would describe his first experience with Solacen, saying it was like an “unholy orgasm” and that he “hadn’t felt that good in a long time.”4
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