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Praise for Yvonne Ventresca and Pandemic

“Pandemic is a fast and gripping story…. The plot never failed to impress me; there was always a surprise around the corner.”

—Teen Ink

“As is to be expected in an apocalyptic novel, there is no shortage of tension or death and a few gruesomely dead bodies, but teen disaster fans will likely appreciate that the high schoolers are portrayed as good, helpful, yet imperfect people.”

—Booklist

“This is an engrossing apocalyptic story, told through Lil’s eyes and newsfeeds as her neighborhood, then the East Coast, and finally the entire US buckles to its knees as the pandemic spreads…. Themes of friendship and coming together in a crisis carry the novel.”

—School Library Journal

“In her first novel, Ventresca pulls together three unrelated themes to create a medical thriller/romance…. This realistic page-turner will keep most readers enthralled.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“To be clear, this is at the end of the day a book about a pandemic and if you like those types of reads (like me), it’s a pretty good one…. Ventresca just manages to take it to new and interesting places by making her main character one who is forced to deal with the emotional struggles of abuse in the midst of the end of the world.”

—School Library Journal’s Teen Librarian Toolbox

“I love how the author spins her own unique twist into what might have been yet another deadly-disease-plague-that-kills-everyone story.”

—YA Books Central

“Pandemic is a win. I never put it down, and never wanted to. It terrified me, excited me, and moved me. It even threw in some swooniness and charm just for giggles.”

—The YA Buzz

“I can honestly say this is one of my favorite reads thus far this year and easily ranks in my top 25 favorite disaster novels. Yeah, it is that good…. It is obvious the author has done her homework.”

—Survival Weekly

“The target audience is teens and young adults, but the book is just as captivating for adults…. This book really speaks about the resiliency of the human spirit.”

—Shelf Full of Books

“The brilliance of this book lies in its simplicity, its crispness, its economy of detail, its characterization, and especially in its mastery of psychological horror.”

—Boy Book of the Month Blog
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“There are two ways to be fooled. One is to believe what isn’t true; the other is to refuse to believe what is true.”

—Søren Kierkegaard
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BEAUTIFUL BOY

I approach Dad’s tombstone with trepidation, then breathe a sigh of relief. No mysterious flowers wilt at his grave as I had feared. Last August, someone left fresh orange lilies for him throughout the month. I never figured out who. Then, in September, the flowers stopped appearing as suddenly as they started. I always wondered, with an odd mixture of anxiety and hope, if I would run into the other mourner—someone else who honored my father. But I never did.

Usually, the ritual of navigating the same cemetery rows, visiting Thomas Darren Benton, and putting a small rock on his headstone calms me. Now, the heat is relentless and sweat trickles down my back as I search for the perfect pebble. It needs to be a nice, roundish one. Despite the lilies left last summer, Dad wasn’t a bouquet kind of guy.

I know this even though I never met him. He died before I was born, so I have no memories of him, only stories from Mom that I’ve heard so many times it feels like I was actually there. I see him beam during his graduation from veterinary school and feel his hand pat Mom’s pregnant belly. I hear him pick my name from the baby book: Ariella, meaning lion, although Mom insists they nickname me Ella. I smell the damp on his clothes from the night he rescued Oscar the kitten from a storm drain and brought him home to stay. These recollections have been cobbled together into my own version of Dad for the last fifteen years.

Today the sky is gray and foreboding, but the occasional burst of wind does nothing to cool me. I finally find just the right rock nestled in a patch of grass and rub off the dirt with my fingers. My friend Jana taught me the tradition of leaving a stone as a way to mark my visits with something more permanent, more enduring than flowers.

I’m the only person who comes to his grave somewhat regularly, other than last summer’s unknown mourner. I don’t think Mom’s been here since her engagement to Stanley, a non-reading, self-absorbed, stubby man. With the wedding only days away, Stanley’s settled into our apartment, but each awkward conversation we have leaves me yearning for the father who painted my room a cheerful yellow, who created a mini-library of animal books to read to his future daughter.

I hesitate before Beloved Husband and Father, rolling the pebble between my fingers, then place it in line with the last one, making it the eighth in a row. I let my hand linger against the cool granite. Next week is Dad’s birthday, August 8. That number has been lucky for me since I was eight years old, when I could have died, but because of Dad’s warning, I didn’t.

The air gusts, whipping strands of hair across my face and scattering the pebbles to the ground. My skin prickles at the eerie timing before I realize that the wind has been stormy on and off throughout the day. Still, it spooks me because nothing has disturbed my markers in months. Until now. It’s almost like Dad is giving me another sign.

The cemetery turns out to be more peaceful than home. I’m lounging across my bed checking my phone with Oscar purring beside me when—bang—Mom pounds on the adjacent wall. Oscar scampers to the top of my bookcase, his favorite spot in times of trouble.

The room next to mine serves as Mom’s office, and since my soon-to-be-stepbrother is expected to arrive later tonight, she’s fixing it up. Loudly.

I give up on coaxing Oscar down and move to the doorway. “What are you doing?”

“Look.” She points with the hammer at two new pictures of the Manhattan skyline where a framed print of The Cat in the Hat used to be. Besides changing the wall decorations, she also cleared out the closet and moved her many piles of papers from the desk. “Do you think Blake will like it?”

I have no idea what Blake will like. The only photo I’ve even seen of him is one that Stanley keeps on his nightstand. It’s a faded picture of a young blond boy at the beach, smiling up at him.

“The room looks nice,” I say. “But it’s not like he’s living here forever.” Blake would only be staying with us for a few weeks until he moved into his dorm at NYU.

“I know. But I want this to feel like home for him.”

She certainly cares a lot about this guy we’ve never met. The filing cabinet, the now-spotless desk, and the fax machine are the sole remnants of her office.

“After we find your dress today, I need to buy some blue sheets and maybe some towels, too,” she says. “Are you ready to go?”

“Sure.” I sigh quietly.

Our apartment building is directly across from the Hoboken PATH station. After a short train ride to the Newport Mall, I remember for the hundredth time why I hate shopping with Mom. Every dress she pulls off the rack is revolting. But the wedding is only days away. We need to find something suitable that won’t forever embarrass me when I see the photos in years to come.

“How about this?” Mom holds up a mauve paisley thing with puffy sleeves, her eyes shiny with hope. “This color will look so flattering on you.”

“Maybe.” I don’t want to hurt her feelings, so I purposely drift away to shop on my own. And then I see it: a pale yellow dress, strapless, with a flouncy skirt and sequins around the middle. The dress sparkles when I hold it against me. I can’t wait to try it on.

Mom will hate it. She’ll want me to look conservative for the small group of friends and family at her wedding. My strategy is to show her other dresses she’ll hate even more. I find a black mini she’ll say isn’t long enough and a floral sundress she’ll think is too casual.

When I get to the dressing room, Mom and three hideous pink dresses await.

I try on the minidress first, which she predictably declares too short. Luckily, the mauve one bunches at my waist. She likes the sundress, but not for the wedding.

I put on a blush-colored one.

“It’s not bad,” she says. “What do you think?”

“Too much lace. It’s like wearing a tablecloth.”

She nods in agreement.

Finally, I try on the yellow one and giggle with delight. I come out, posture perfect, feeling like a princess. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

Mom frowns. “Strapless? You’d need something over it.”

I twirl. “I have that silver sweater at home.”

“Let’s see the rose-colored one.”

“Fiiine.”

In the dressing room, I breathe deeply as I put on the last dress.

Her face lights up when I step out. “Ella! It’s so pretty! It brings a glow to your cheeks. And it’s perfect with your coloring.”

She calls it my coloring because I inherited Dad’s brown hair and brown eyes instead of her fairness.

“The rose is all right,” I say. “But don’t you think the ruffles look too childish for a sophomore?”

“Honey. It’s perfect for an almost-sophomore. And it’s appropriate. The yellow one might be nice for a dance, but for the wedding …”

I close the curtain and put on my shorts and favorite T-shirt, the one with the tabby cat that says Rescued is my favorite breed. It’s her wedding, I remind myself. She should get to choose. I should be mature.

I walk out and hand her the ruffled dress.

“Thank you. It means a lot to me,” Mom says. “I’ll pay for this and go to the bedding department. Want to meet at the food court in an hour?”

“Sure.”

I shake off my annoyance and detour into the accessories section, where my friend Grace had seen a cute wallet with kittens on it that she thought I’d like. I’m sifting through the clearance items when this guy approaches me, holding a bunch of ties. Whoa. He’s tall and blond, and his white polo shirt shows off his tan.

“Excuse me,” Beautiful Boy says. “I’m trying to decide between these?” His voice lilts into a question. His smile is friendly, his eyes deep brown and intense. “I suck at this kind of thing.” He somehow manages to look model-perfect and sheepish at the same time. “Would you mind helping me pick one?”

I blink for a minute, staring at his face instead of the ties. My delayed response verges on awkward. “Okay,” I say. “What are you wearing it with?”

“A gray suit.”

I’m conscious of his eyes on me as I study the ones he’s chosen. It makes it hard to think. None of the ties have any yellow, my favorite color. Maybe it’s the dress shopping with Mom, but I point to the gray one with rose-colored diamond shapes. “I like this.”

“Thanks.”

I wish I could prolong our interaction somehow so that I can learn more about him. He lingers a too-short moment, then gives me another smile before he turns away.

I can’t help feeling like something momentous has transpired. I’m a believer in karma and fate and the mysterious workings of the universe. As I watch Beautiful Boy walk away, I hope that meeting him again is meant to be.


[image: images]

2

THE NEW NORMAL

I arrive at the food court first and wait. Once Mom gets there, we each buy a salad: me because it’s vegan, and her because she’s dieting for the wedding. While we eat, she shows me the navy-striped sheets she bought as if they are vaguely interesting. It’s like being subjected to an itchy sweater. Is this instant sibling rivalry?

“Are you going with Stanley to the airport tonight to pick up Blake?” I ask.

“His flight lands late, around two in the morning. He said he’ll take a cab. I think he wants to show up on his own instead of relying on his father.”

“Why is he even coming to the wedding? I thought he and Stanley weren’t talking.”

I haven’t heard Stanley mention Blake since he’d tried to fly his son out here for a fancy dinner and he never appeared. I had felt bad for Stanley. He’d wanted it to be the “special first meeting of our future blended family,” but Blake’s empty seat at the table turned it into a dismal night.

“I think they’ve worked through a lot of emotional issues. Stanley seems convinced this time will be different. Blake was young when his parents got divorced. He felt abandoned, I think.” She rummages through a shopping bag, no doubt to change the subject. “Anyway, look what else I bought.” She pulls out a blue plaid throw pillow.

“Great,” I say, not bothering to fake much enthusiasm.

“What’s going on with you today?” she asks. “You’ve been in a bad mood since you went out this morning. Where did you run off to, anyway?”

I’m a horrible liar, so I don’t even try. “The cemetery.”

She shakes her head, wordlessly conveying that I’ve disappointed her somehow by visiting Dad so recently. I tamp down the annoyance for the millionth time today. I have a right to visit the cemetery. Mom doesn’t understand; my friends don’t either. He’s been dead your whole life, they say.

But especially in August, the month of his birth and death, the visits help me. It’s an uncomplicated relationship, and being in the cemetery brings me peace, quiets the anxious thoughts that often scurry through my mind.

Mom and I don’t speak on the walk to the PATH. By the door to the station, a homeless man sits on a piece of cardboard next to his German shepherd and a garbage bag of belongings. The dog looks well cared for but pants from the heat. I dig through Dad’s worn leather messenger bag that I’ve been carrying lately and pull out some loose change.

“No,” Mom says, steering me by the elbow.

“But the dog looks thirsty!”

“I know you want to help. You have a kind heart. But it’s better to give money to a homeless organization instead.”

I yank my arm free and keep walking. I desperately want to avoid an argument in the days before she goes away for her honeymoon. As much as Mom irritates me, she’s all the family I’ve got. We’ve had lots of fun times through the years, I remind myself. Like our trip to Disney World and the time she drove me all the way to Alliance, Ohio, to visit the Feline Historical Museum.

I need to survive the next five days without a major blowup. Then: freedom. She’ll be on her honeymoon, I’ll stay with Grace, and when Mom returns, we’ll reach some new type of equilibrium. I hope.

“Would you mind bringing the shopping bags up?” she asks when we reach our apartment building. “I’m due at the store by three. What are your plans for this afternoon? I could use some help there.” Mom owns Benton Books a few blocks away. When I turned fifteen, she finally agreed to start paying me by the hour. But I checked the calendar on the kitchen bulletin board this morning and I’m off today.

“I’m going to Grace’s.”

“Can you skip it? Please? I’ll feel better leaving for the honeymoon if the store is in good shape. And you’ll spend time with her while I’m away.”

“I guess I can see Grace later.” I sigh, but restrain myself from the eye roll.

“Thank you.” She gives me a hug and some of the resentment fades away. This must be a nerve-racking time for her. I need to be understanding.

At home, I put Mom’s bags on the counter. I hang up my new dress, hoping it will somehow look better than it did in the store.

No. It’s still dreadful.

Stanley’s at work. I plop on the couch, relishing this time alone. You wouldn’t think going from two people to three in our home would be such a big deal, but it’s been an adjustment. Oscar jumps up and rubs his head against me. He’s a beautiful tabby, black and tan, with white around his nose and a belly the color of coffee. I pet him as I absorb the happy silence.

Would I feel this way if it were Dad living here instead of Stanley?

For a moment, I find myself lost in the world of what-might-have-been. If only Dad’s emergency surgery hadn’t run late. If only he had skipped the meeting afterward and come straight home. If only the drunk had given someone else his car keys and their paths hadn’t tragically collided. My life would be different. I would be different, somehow an enhanced, better version of me.

Grace calls, interrupting my daydream.

“Hey,” she says. “Are you home? How was the mall?”

“One ugly dress later …”

“Oh no. You were afraid of that.”

Kids screech in the background. “How’s your afternoon going?” I ask. Grace is working at a daycare for the summer.

“The paint will never come off my sneakers,” she says. “One hour left. See you soon?”

“Sorry, Mom needs me at the bookstore. She’s extra demanding today.”

“Ugh. We have no social lives.”

“That reminds me. I did have a brief encounter at the mall.” I tell her all about Beautiful Boy. “Cross your fingers I somehow see him again. Hey, maybe we should have our Tarot cards read. I want to go to the place on Bloomfield.”

“Because that will tell you all about future romance?” Grace teases.

I ignore her, and we hang up with a promise to talk later.

Grace has been my friend since our moms took us trick-or-treating together in second grade. She told the best ghost stories that afternoon, and I was hooked. Together, we explored all things paranormal. Somewhere along the way, though, she stopped believing. I never did.

After dinner, Mom, Stanley, and I play a family round of Boggle. Mom and I used to play backgammon, but since it’s only a two-person game, we’ve shifted our routine to include Stanley. Apparently, he has a horrible vocabulary, including short words. I don’t know how Mom can stand his pouting when he doesn’t win.

“I could teach you to play chess, El,” he suggests after losing again. “I taught Blake and we used to have such enjoyable matches.” His voice is hopeful. “I can’t believe he’s on his way. It will be great to see him.”

“Yes,” I say. “Since it’s been so many years.”

“Ella!” Mom chides me like I’ve said something untrue.

“It’s okay,” Stanley says. “We haven’t had the closest relationship since the divorce. It was a nasty breakup. I gave up on fighting Veronique to see him when work moved me away. I should have tried harder. And last year … well, now our relationship will be different.”

Stanley draws a big X through his losing word list. “It’s water under the proverbial bridge. Blake will be here for the wedding. It’s a wonderful thing! And NYU is so close. After school starts, he can join us for Sunday dinners.”

Mom raises her eyebrows, which means the weekly meal idea is new to her, too. Fabulous.

Later that night, I peek into Mom’s office. She made the bed with the striped sheets and the plaid throw pillow, with the comforter folded back like in a hotel. The closet is opened, showing a neat line of empty plastic hangers.

I hope Blake isn’t a jerk. If he expects to be treated like royalty, I’ll die.

Resting in bed, I check my phone. Grace has sent me a photo of the dress she’s wearing to the wedding. Nice, I respond, but she doesn’t answer. I try to reach Jana, but she’s spending August at her grandmother’s, where cell phones are considered evil. A Month of Misery, she calls it. At least she knows what to expect. Unlike me, entering unknown family territory. This is my new normal, I guess. At least when I leave for college in three years, Mom won’t be by herself. I’ve thought about how hard it would be to leave her alone, but now she’ll have Stanley to keep her company. I drift asleep to the sound of Mom and Stanley talking about centerpieces and seating arrangements.

I sleep late the next morning, waking at eleven to pounding rain. Oscar pads into the kitchen ahead of me, eager for his breakfast. I’m still rubbing my eyes when his hiss jolts me awake. When I see the cause of his hissing, I stiffen.

Sitting in my seat, sipping from my favorite cat mug, is Beautiful Boy.
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THE READING

I stare at the guy I’d desperately hoped to meet again, who is somehow here in the kitchen talking to Mom and Stanley. I’m suddenly conscious of the fact that I haven’t brushed my teeth or my hair and that I’m wearing shorts and a sleep shirt with Felix the Cat on it. At least I slipped on a strapless bra before emerging.

Stanley practically jumps from his seat to introduce us. “Good morning, Ella! Glad you finally joined the living.”

Blake stands to shake my hand. “Nice to meet you,” he says.

“Hi,” I manage. If he’s as surprised as I am, he doesn’t show it. My cheeks flush as I remember my attraction to him. Embarrassed at the memory, I’m relieved he doesn’t say anything about seeing him at the mall. Maybe he doesn’t even remember talking to me yesterday.

“Does anyone want breakfast?” Stanley asks. “Blake, do you still like Lucky Charms?”

“Sure,” he says, sitting down. “I’m not hungry yet, though.”

“Right, right. Let me know when you want some.” Stanley smiles at him like when he finally manages a rare Boggle win.

Mom pours me coffee with one sugar in her Reading is My Superpower mug. She may have awful taste in dresses, but at least she has no objection to my occasional caffeine consumption.

“Thanks, Mom.” I take grateful sips. Oscar weaves insistently between my legs, so I put the mug down long enough to feed him. Then I take the empty seat at the table, across from my seat, which is occupied by the boy-formerly-known-as-beautiful.

I study him and his father. Blake is lean muscle compared to Stanley’s slight paunch. They do have the same strong chin and the same intense brown eyes. Compared to Stanley’s enthusiasm, Blake’s tone and body language seem reserved. It reminds me of the first time I got scratched at the animal shelter, how the next few times I used extra caution volunteering with the cats. Blake is wary but polite as he answers Stanley’s questions about graduation, NYU registration, and his upcoming classes.

While Blake asks Mom about the wedding arrangements—her favorite topic—the coffee finally kicks my brain into gear. Wasn’t his flight supposed to arrive late last night? How was he even at the mall yesterday?

“About thirty people in total,” Mom says. “Stanley explained it would be hard for you to invite friends with everybody heading off to college. Don’t worry. Only one of Ella’s friends can make it. Right, El?”

Mom gives me a pointed look that mandates I join the conversation. Blake smiles at me, the same smile from yesterday. I find it hard to meet his eyes.

“Yes, my friend Grace will be there,” I say. “With her parents and sister.”

Grace. Oh no. I had called her and raved about the guy at the mall, who is actually my soon-to-be family. Awkward, awkward, awkward. Of course, I didn’t realize who he was then. But I can’t let her know. She’ll tease me forever.

“We want it to be an intimate affair,” Stanley says.

The phrase “intimate affair” makes me blush. I fight the urge to giggle inappropriately. “Excuse me,” I mumble, rushing to the bathroom. I splash cold water on my face and decide to stay here as long as possible.

Wow. Today is going to suck.

Grace agrees to have our Tarot cards read in the afternoon. Getting out of the house outweighs putting up with her skepticism. Today’s cat shirt reads You have to be KITTEN me right MEOW, which feels appropriate. You have to be kidding me that Blake is Beautiful Boy. I manage to avoid him until I’m about to leave. He’s leaning against the kitchen counter, texting and suppressing a yawn.

“You must be tired after the late flight,” I say, soft enough so that Mom and Stanley can’t hear.

He leans close enough for me to smell—the ocean? His cologne reminds me of jumping waves at the beach. “I had some things to take care of, so I took an earlier flight. You can keep a secret, right?” He gives me an earnest smile, as if my cooperation means the world to him.

“Cross my heart,” I say, closing the door gently behind me. What is wrong with me? Cross my heart? I sound like I’m in kindergarten.

The rain has stopped, and I have a little time before I need to meet Grace. I stroll down Washington Street and, without really planning it, somehow find myself at the entrance to Hoboken Hill Cemetery. I decide to go in quickly, just for a minute.

As I approach Dad’s grave, I see them: dark flowers in front of his headstone. I shiver, checking for who might have left them, but no one else is around.

The flowers are disturbing. Why black? I know black roses can symbolize death. But the floppy, outstretched petals don’t resemble roses, and death is a bit redundant in a cemetery.

Pebbles are scattered nearby, probably the same ones I used before. I pick one and place it in the center of the headstone, but I don’t linger. As I hurry to Grace’s, I debate whether or not to mention the cemetery visit to her.

“Nice cat shirt,” she says, locking the door behind her. She lives in a detached three-story brownstone, which is the closest thing to a house in Hoboken. “But isn’t it from seventh grade?” She scrunches her mouth in a way that suggests I have questionable taste.

I tug at the bottom, stretching it down. “I love this shirt!” Even if I were tempted to tell her anything about the cemetery, the insult makes up my mind.

The Tarot card place is at least a fifteen-minute walk from her house. Grace talks steadily on the way. “Can you believe Piper went through my closet again? That blue cami I couldn’t find? It was crumpled on her floor. How could she think she’d ever pull off wearing it in her training bra? Makes me wish for a brother.” She pauses. “Hey! Did you meet your new brother today?”

Ack. “Yes. Blake was at breakfast. He seems nice.”

“That’s it?”

“It’s weird to have an instant family member. We didn’t really talk much.” I point down the street to change the subject. “We’re almost there.”

The building is brick, nondescript, except for the fluorescent blue Psychic sign glowing in the ground-level window.

“So, this place opened recently?” Grace asks.

I’m sure she thinks it’s cheesy. “The store has been here but I learned about the Tarot reader online. He’s new and supposed to be amazingly accurate.” I’ve had my palm read by a gypsy-looking woman at a street fair, but never had a Tarot reading.

“What are you going to ask about? The beautiful boy and your next romance?”

I’m glad she can’t see my face as she follows me inside. I’m sure it’s blazing red.

I recognize the owner, a tall woman who always looks like she’s stepped out of a sportswear catalog with her coordinated shorts and running tops. She stands behind the counter of the narrow, brightly lit shop.

“Why don’t you go first? My treat,” I say to Grace. I brought some of my bookstore earnings for this.

We ask for two Tarot readings and Grace follows the woman through a curtained doorway into the back room. The owner returns, resuming her place behind the register.

I browse to pass the time. Books like Healing with Gems, Feng Shui, and Exploring Inner Self with Tarot line the shelves. A round table covered in lace displays aromatherapy oils. One of the floral scents reminds me of Mom. I sniff each of them until the smells blur and my head aches.

A new jewelry display catches my eye—a sparkly glass bowl filled with rings. They’re all so pretty, it’s hard to decide which I’d choose. I reach in and pull one out without looking. It’s a black flower carved in stone. Obsidian, the label says. Helps contact with the spirit world.

Goose bumps cover my arms. Another black flower. Did I want more contact with the spirit world? I secretly hope that Dad watches out for me, kind of like a guardian angel. When Grace emerges from the back, I quickly bury the ring under the others in the bowl.

“Your turn.” She says it with a tiny smirk, as if our whole adventure is silly.

My hands tremble with anticipation as I enter the dim room. A man with cloudy blue eyes waits at a dark wooden table. A white cane rests against the side of his chair. The online article praised his accurate readings, but no one mentioned that he’s blind.

“Hi,” I say quietly.

He motions to a chair opposite him. “Please sit.”

The corners of the Tarot cards are marked with braille. He sorts the cards into random piles. “I’m cleansing them to remove leftover energy. Is there anything you want me to focus on in your reading?”

There are so many things I want to know. Will I have a boyfriend during sophomore year? Will I eventually get accepted into vet school? I think of the obsidian ring. Is it really possible to contact spirits? But none of those questions feel right when I try to verbalize them. “My family,” I finally say.
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