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“Loathing is endless. Hate is a bottomless cup; I pour and pour.”

—MEDEA; MEDEA





Chapter One

Watching from the window on her right, Jane Ericsson stared down as the Challenger jet circled the landing strip. How many times had she flown into Loon Lake since she was a kid? A thousand times, at least. Yet she still could not tell which lake was which.

Big ones, little ones, potholes, peninsulas, and islands she should recognize but couldn’t. Then again, the town of Loon Lake had over 300 lakes within a five-mile radius. So much water. So many trees. So many reasons to call this land “God’s Country.”

And if she won this election? Her father would be so proud. He might forgive her, his only child, for being a girl. Too bad he isn’t alive—

The jet landed with a thud on the airstrip, sloshing her drink onto her lap. She brushed the liquid off her slacks with a distracted air. It was her third bourbon, and the first two had taken effect, so it was no great loss.

“Hey, you guys, take it easy next time, will you?” she said in a voice loud enough to carry to the cockpit. “Dry cleaning is not one of my reimbursable election expenses.”

“Sorry, JT,” said Curt, calling her by her childhood nickname. He had been her late father’s pilot, and had known her since she was a teenager. A surrogate big brother, Curt knew the family secrets and had still been willing to help her out—a demanding flight schedule for a man in his late sixties.

“We got winds gusting to sixty miles per hour,” said Curt. “Should be a lot better flying tomorrow. See you back here at ten-thirty, right? You take care driving home, you hear? The forecast shows another severe thunderstorm moving in from the west—could hit any minute.”

“I’ll be fine. All I need is a good night’s sleep,” said Jane with a sigh as she reached for her purse and briefcase. “We did great this week, guys. What did we manage, eighteen appearances in the last four days?”

She sighed again as she fumbled her way down the narrow stairs to the concrete runway. What had she been thinking when she’d decided to run for the Senate seat her father had once held? Today a senatorial race required three to four times as many appearances as when the old man ran; he’d had it easy, thirty years ago. That was before the age of YouTube and the 24/7 news cycle. This race was costing her millions to reach voters, not to mention every hour of her every day.

As she hurried across the airstrip and through the gate leading to the parking area for the owners of private planes, a sheet of warm rain hit her face. She wrenched open the door to her Jeep and clambered inside just as hail hammered the roof. Whew! They had landed just in time.

She was reaching to throw her briefcase onto the floor in front of the passenger seat when a knock on the driver’s side window caught her attention. Curt, still in his pilot’s gear, gestured at her. She hit the window button, letting the rain blow in. “What now?”

“Just want to be sure that you’re okay to drive. I can drop you off if you want. Brad is happy to follow us if … if you’re as tired as I think you are.”

“And you’re getting drenched standing there. Thanks, Curt, but no, I’m fine,” she said, making sure she didn’t slur any words. “See you boys in the morning.”

With a wave, he ran off. Before putting her key in the ignition, Jane turned around to check the rear compartment of the car. She did not need another unpleasant surprise. It was a month since she had walked into her dark garage and strapped herself into the driver’s seat only to have the sudden sense that someone—or some thing—was in the car.

She would never forget what she had seen. Forcing herself to turn around, she had confronted a mound of debris: thousands of her campaign posters had been chopped to bits and crammed into the back of the Jeep. Nor were the posters just slashed: the intruder had taken the time to carve a large black X across every photo of her face … and her face was on every poster.

Somewhere, somehow, the vandal had managed to steal the posters and deface each one before slicing it up. Whoever it was then lay in wait to hide the hideous results in her car. It wasn’t the cost of the ruined posters that bothered her; it was the hate that must have fueled the act that she found frightening. Who could be so angry with her that they would do such a thing?

She knew from observing her father’s campaigns that politics, like religion, could trigger strange and powerful emotions in people. And so it was that not a day had gone by since the chilling discovery of the vandalized posters that she didn’t search the faces of the people attending her political rallies, watching for the one person who might stand too close, stare too long, or rant too loudly. So far, though, nothing more had happened.

She was grateful to one of the young staffers in the Loon Lake campaign office who had taken the time to thoroughly clean and vacuum the car so that only the memory remained. Jane sighed. Just thinking about the campaign office added to her fatigue.

What is this pesky issue with campaign funds? The accountant is sure someone is pilfering money from the campaign account, but Lauren thinks he’s nuts. She insists that she’s got everything under control. Given that Lauren has been doing a great job managing the entire campaign, it’s likely she has a better handle on that situation than the accountant does. With eight offices now open across the state, Lauren has the better opportunity to track who is doing what and for how much. At any rate, that’s one problem that can wait until Monday.

Tonight, with the back seat down, it was easy to see into cargo compartment: no weird luggage left on board. She turned the key in the ignition, slipped the car into gear, and backed out slowly. The combination of a driving rain against the glare of her headlights made it difficult to see.

Once on the highway, visibility was better. She relaxed. Thoughts of the coming day made her smile. Chuck Winters had organized a pontoon party on Lake Monona for the donors to her Thousand Dollar Club. Chuck had already arranged for donations totaling well over a hundred thousand, and now he was giving her the party … and more. She liked his idea of “more”—especially since he had implied that the current Mrs. Charles Winters was soon to be history.

Plus, she liked Madison. Interesting people, great restaurants—should be a fun weekend.

Pulling into the driveway and hitting the button to open the garage door, she planned ahead: pack for the morning, then change into her pj’s, another drink—or two. And bed.

The garage door didn’t move, stuck again. Screw it, thought Jane, the car needs a wash anyway.

She was awakened by a rustling in the kitchen and checked the time on her alarm clock. Oh man, it was only ten-fifteen. She lay listening. Damn mice. Kaye must have forgotten to put out traps. Oh, that’s right, Kaye isn’t helping me any more. Who’s that new guy Lauren hired? Did he forget to put out traps?

More rustling. Okay, maybe she could shoo ’em out the kitchen door. Better than letting the critters find their way into her bedroom.

She threw back the coverlet, reached for her robe, and staggered down the hall toward the kitchen. Her head did not feel good—one too many bourbons.

Jane blinked against the glare of the kitchen lights: the mouse seemed as tall as a person, its head in shadow. She blinked again. Double vision didn’t help. The mouse swung, and a jet plane hit her temple.





Chapter Two

“Hey, bud, am I late for breakfast?” After knocking twice, Osborne pulled open the screen door and walked through the jaws of a giant neon green muskie.

While it might appear that Dr. Paul Osborne, retired dentist, widowed father of two and grandfather to three, was about to become a piscatorial treat, it was an illusion. The huge fish was a painting that adorned the entire length of his neighbor’s house trailer.

Breakfast, however, was no illusion. Earlier that Saturday morning, as a summer rain murmured outside, the smell of bacon frying had drifted up through the pines to where Osborne’s kitchen windows were open and susceptible. But while he was indeed hungry for one of Ray Pradt’s cosmically delicious and guaranteed cholesterol-elevating meals, he was also on a mission.

“Come on in, Doc. You are as welcome as the flowers,” said Ray from the stove where his six-foot, six-inch frame was hunkered over a cast-iron frying pan. “Got Nueske’s bacon, fresh eggs from the farmer’s market, and some loverly … loverly raspberries, picked by yours truly.”

“Wild raspberries?” asked Osborne, wondering if Ray would fess up to his penchant for poaching. Fish, berries, or wild game: in Ray’s world, food always tasted better if it came from private property. “Private” meaning not his, not public, either—and that went for land or water.

“Wild are the best,” said Ray with a wink.

“Wild keeps you out of jail is more like it,” said Osborne in a dry tone as he plucked a fat berry from the bowl on the kitchen table. “Yum, ripe to perfection.” He reached for another. He refused to speculate on whose berry patch Ray might have raided that morning, likely before dawn.

“Oops, I’m leaving a puddle on your floor,” said Osborne. He walked back through the modest living room, past the antique phone booth with its equally antique but functional landline, to open the screen door and shake the rain off his poncho before hanging it on an antler of the deer mount that Ray used as a coat rack.

Returning to the kitchen, he stepped behind Ray to pour himself a mug of hot coffee from the coffeemaker on the counter, then walked back to pull out a chair at the kitchen table. Before he could cross his right leg over his left, Ray asked, “Doc?”

Osborne glanced over to find Ray watching him with a question in his eyes and two large brown eggs clutched in his right hand, poised over the frying pan. “One or two?”

“By all means, two, please,” said Osborne. With one flick of the wrist, two eggs plopped into the hot bacon grease. “Ray, I came down to ask a favor,” said Osborne as he reached for another berry. “Boy, these are good.”

“Ask … and ye shall receive. “When Ray was in good humor, his speech pattern could hold his audience hostage to the point of tears.

“I could use a nice catch of walleye for dinner tonight—”

“Sure, and … what time did you want to go? All this rain—it rained like hell all night, and it just keeps on coming. The client I had booked for the day canceled last night. Wife’s making him go shopping.”

“Well, I was hoping not to go out in the boat myself,” said Osborne.

Ray’s eyebrows rose.” Are you upset with me or something?”

“Gosh, no. Mallory is driving up from Chicago this morning with that new guy she’s been seeing. Some executive she met at the office. I promised her I’d put together a classic Northwoods dinner this evening. When I suggested the walleye and said I was pretty sure you could help me out, she told me to include you.”

“Really? You sure about that?”

“And you may bring a guest should you so wish. My suggestion being female, educated—you know what I mean—someone who’ll fit in.”

“Now … why the dickens would you say something like that?” Ray looked over at him with a sly smile.

“You know why.” Osborne had learned the hard way that unless otherwise instructed, Ray had a habit of showing up with some real conversation stoppers: fellows who lived down roads with no fire numbers. Good at heart, short on teeth.

He was aware, too, that Ray had just broken up with a woman he’d been seeing until her husband got wind of it. Given that situation. Osborne figured it was highly unlikely Ray would arrive with a member of the opposite sex, which suited Osborne fine. The challenge of the evening would be best met if Ray came alone. “Okay.” That was all Ray said as he dropped two slices of bread into the toaster on the counter to his right, then eased Osborne’s eggs over with a touch as light as when he slipped the hook from the mouth of a fish without a tear in the delicate membrane.

When the eggs were done to over-easy perfection, he reached overhead for a warmed plate onto which he scooped the eggs, added two slices of bacon, and popped the bread up from the toaster. Not a gesture was wasted, nor another word spoken.

Watching his friend, Osborne wondered if the not-so-distant history between Mallory, his eldest daughter, and Ray had anything to do with his silence. Maybe Osborne’s invitation was a mistake, and Ray would rather not come to dinner with Mallory’s new friend? Maybe he should go and buy some shrimp instead? It was about this same time two years ago, not long after her divorce, that Mallory had driven north nearly every weekend, and did not sleep in her own bedroom. For a time Osborne had worried that Ray might be his next son-in-law. He loved the guy, but thank the Lord it hadn’t happened. The affair was over by hunting season, and the two appeared to have reached a comfortable détente: friends, not lovers. But given Ray’s silence, maybe Osborne was asking too much. “Lew will be there too,” said Osborne. “Be just the five of us. But if you have plans …” Still no response. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I just thought … well, in some ways you know Mallory better than I do. She said she wants our opinions on this guy—”

“You sure about that?” said Ray, filling his own plate and bringing it over to the table.

Osborne nodded. “Yes, but I understand if you’re not comfortable. Forget the fish, I’ll stop by the market for some shrimp.”

“Don’t do that, Doc. I was just thinking … you said I can bring a guest, right?” Ray reached for the pepper. As he tapped the shaker, slowly, deliberately, with his right index finger, a smile spread across his lips.

Oh oh, thought Osborne, someone is up to something.

Osborne kept a close eye on his neighbor as Ray devoted himself to smearing thimbleberry jam on his toast. Something was out of kilter, but what? Then it dawned on him: the hair!

The explosion of auburn curls guaranteed to add an inch or two to Ray’s already tall frame had been tamed, as had the matching beard; it no longer served as a catchall for crumbs. Now, isn’t that interesting, mused Osborne. While Ray liked to boast of cutting his own hair, the neat trim along the back of his neck confirmed Osborne’s suspicion: this had to be a professional job.

“Are you saying that you have someone you’d like to bring?” he asked with a raise of his eyebrows. “Should I plan for six?” Osborne worked hard to keep his voice casual, but curiosity was killing him.

“Mmm,” said Ray through his toast.

“Okay, then, six we are,” said Osborne. “You and your friend—whoever that may be—myself, and our honorable chief of police, along with Mallory and Kent. Maybe it’s Kenton. Not sure what the guy’s name is.”

“Sounds good to me. I’ll bring fish for six,” said Ray, scooping up a forkful of egg. “What time you want us there?”

“How about five or so? Let the ladies have a glass of wine. Give everyone a chance to get acquainted before we eat. That reminds me; Mallory said Kent’s interested in learning to fly fish while he’s up here. Darn, I forgot to ask Lew if she has the time—”

“For heaven’s sake,” said Ray, smearing jam on yet another piece of toast, “I can’t imagine she does. August is peak tourist season. The Loon Lake police have to be busier than heck right now. Even with me behaving,” he said with a smirk.

“Incidentally … Doc, have you noticed that ever since Jane Ericsson’s crew opened their campaign headquarters, the traffic on Main Street has been horrendous? Just yesterday I must have had seven cars ahead of me at the light on Main and Davenport. When’s the last time that happened?” Reaching for Osborne’s empty plate, Ray stood up to walk over to the sink. “Anyway, it’s August—the water’s too warm for trout. Too warm for any fish right now.”

Ray sounded glum, and Osborne sympathized. Ray’s clients, the fishermen who came north from Chicago and Milwaukee, expected to get big fish, like muskies. And if they didn’t hook a monster, they might never re-book. Such was the peripatetic life of a Northwoods fishing guide.

“You’re right about the water being too warm for fly fishing. I’ll run it by Lew this evening and see what she says. She’s bringing dessert.” Crumpling his napkin and tossing it onto the table, Osborne glanced over at Ray. “Mallory really wants her to meet Kent … Kenton … whatever his name is. Thinks Lew’s a good judge of people.”

“You’re kidding,” said Ray as he poured half a cup of coffee. “I would seriously, seriously question that, given the old coot she hangs out with.” The twinkle in Ray’s eye caught Osborne off guard. He blushed.

Any mention of his relationship with Loon Lake Chief of Police Lewellyn Ferris had the potential to embarrass him, perhaps because he could never be sure if she cared as much for him as he did for her.

Osborne’s world had changed one night in a trout stream when “Lou,” a fly fishing instructor recommended by the owner of Ralph’s Sporting Goods whom he had booked sight unseen to give him a beginner lesson in casting, had turned out to be “Lew.” The recommendation had been sound—Lew was indeed an expert with the fly rod—but Lew was no guy. Nor was she just a fly fisherman.

For Loon Lake Police Chief Lewellyn Ferris, that evening had proved just as valuable when she discovered her student’s expertise in odontology. Teeth and dental records remained the gold standard for identifying bodies even when they have been burned beyond recognition. However, since the Loon Lake Police Department had to rely on the Wausau Crime Lab, which did not employ a full-time odontologist, it was often difficult to identify victims of suspected homicides in a timely way.

Osborne might have retired from his dental practice, but a post-grad stint in the military coupled with an enduring academic interest in dental forensics made him an expert the Loon Lake Police could use … and save money doing so.

Lew also saw Osborne as the solution to a more subtle in-house dilemma: the local coroner, Pecore, brother-in-law to the mayor of Loon Lake, was secure in his position thanks to family connections, but he was so habitually over-served that heaven forbid anyone in Loon Lake pass away after the cocktail hour. Too often, the cause of death certification had to wait until Pecore registered 0.04 on the Breathalyzer. But not if Chief Ferris deputized Osborne to step in as “acting coroner.” Time saved. Money saved. Stress relieved.

To Osborne’s delight, a friendship sparked with an unconventional exchange—lessons in a trout stream traded for assistance with the forensics of death—had evolved to become a part of his life that he treasured. Over time, the fishing had led to morning coffees shared daily, evening meals together several times a week, and to frequent cozy nights at his place or hers. It hadn’t taken long for Osborne to find himself so happy around Lew that when she left a room, he was lonely.

Sipping his coffee, Ray asked, “How serious is this with Mallory? Like, is she thinking Husband Number Two?”

“All I know is Mallory seems pretty interested in the guy. They’ve been dating for almost six months. She’s anxious for me to meet him. You, too.” Osborne pulled the bowl of raspberries toward him. He popped two into his mouth. “Funny she wants our opinions. You and I aren’t exactly experts when it comes to relationships, are we?”

“No, but we’re good with guys, Doc. The McDonald’s coffee crew hasn’t kicked you out yet.”

“Or you.”

“And we got our pals in AA. They still let us in the door with the coffee pot on it. We have to be doing something right.”

“Not sure I equate not drinking with making friends.” Osborne always enjoyed these rallies with Ray. They might be silly, but the younger man was one of the few people who knew his secrets and still liked him.

“And you’re sure I can bring a … date?”

“Of course, but I didn’t know you were seeing anyone. Who’s the lucky lady?”

“Girl. She’s a youngster—only twenty-five. Consider her … a surprise,” said Ray with a grin as he chomped on a final piece of bacon. Osborne was finding the grins tedious to say the least. He knew without asking that he’d have to wait until dinner to find out what was behind all this goofiness.

“Half a cup, Doc?” asked Ray, raising the coffee pot in his right hand. “Yep, this rain just may cool the water and make for some okay fishing this afternoon. If I don’t catch enough, I got two good-sized walleye in the freezer. Four, maybe five pounders.”

“If you catch enough without the ones in the freezer, you’ll be over your limit.”

“True. You think the warden wants to be on water in this rain? Forecast to get heavier late this afternoon.”

“Ray … don’t do anything foolish. I’ll have plenty of potato salad, cheese curds, fresh bread from the Loon Lake Market, and one of Lew’s berry pies. You bring what fish you can without getting arrested, and we’ll all be grateful.”

Osborne was grateful. He could think of nothing more delicious than Ray Pradt’s fresh walleye sautéed in butter. “What else is on your agenda today?”

“Got to get my hat repaired,” said Ray, pointing with his fork toward the couch in the living room where a stuffed trout sat in an open FedEx box. Under the trout, whose head and tail protruded over the wearer’s ears, was a well-worn leather cap with flaps that Ray wore down loose over his ears in the winter and tucked up in the summer. Across its breast, the fish wore a jeweled necklace, an antique wood-and-metal fishing lure that Ray kept polished to a high gleam.

“What’s wrong with the hat?” asked Osborne.

“It’s worn right through where the trout is attached. Very wobbly, see?” Ray got up from the table, plucked the hat from the box, and set it on his head. The trout drooped over one ear as its tail stuck straight up over Ray’s head.

“Ouch, I see,” said Osborne with a chuckle. “Ray, has it occurred to you that, at the age of thirty-two, it may be time to stop wearing a fish on your head?” Trying to repress a laugh, he snorted.

“Doc,” said Ray, looking hurt. “For heaven’s sake, it’s my trademark, my emblem, my logo. When clients see this hat coming, all they can think is: Excitement, Romance, and Live Bait: Fishing with Ray. Doc, the hat is me.”

Osborne was sorry he’d been so blunt. “Okay, you’re right. But it looks to me like the cap needs new leather at the very least. Maybe you should start over with a new cap and have someone anchor the fish on that?”

“Nope. I know just the expert who can fix it,” said Ray. “She can fix anything. Hell, she makes those vinyl roofs with windows that they use on cabin cruisers. Leather repair? Piece of cake for old Kaye.”

“You don’t mean Kaye Lund? She butchers my deer every season. I didn’t know she could sew.”

Ray checked his watch. “Oh boy, I’m due at her place right now. I haven’t been able to reach her on the phone, but I left a voicemail saying I’d stop by this morning. She works part-time as a greeter at Walmart; I’d like to catch her before she leaves for her shift.”

“Do you think she could fix my shot bag?” asked Osborne. “Mike got hold of it last winter and chewed off the leather reinforcement where the strap attaches.”

“I’m sure Kaye can handle that. Why don’t you come along?”

As they stepped outside the trailer, Ray waved in the direction of his pickup. “I’ll drive, Doc. Climb in.”

“Thanks, but not this morning,” said Osborne, clamping his khaki fishing hat on his head and adjusting the brim to keep the rain out of his eyes. “I’ll get my car. Meet you up on the road and follow you over to Kaye’s. Have to run by the grocery store later.” With a wave, he hurried up the dirt drive to a gap between the pines where he could cut over onto his own property. The grocery store might not happen that morning, but it was a good excuse. Osborne knew better than to chance disaster riding with Ray. The passenger side door on the old blue pickup was jammed shut, which left you with two options: haul yourself through the window, or climb over the gearshift from the driver’s seat. Osborne preferred holding on to what remained of his manhood, even if it cost him extra gas.





Chapter Three

Sheets of rain slammed the windshield of Osborne’s Subaru. Twice he had to slow to a near stop in order to see the road. Brother, what a day. He’d better tell Ray to forget the walleyes. On the other hand, Ray Pradt was one of the few men he knew who preferred fishing in the rain: wind, rain, and ice fishing were his drugs of choice. Go figure.

Osborne felt his shoulders tense as he hovered over the steering wheel, peering through the downpour in hopes he could recognize the rock pillars guarding the entrance to the Ericsson estate. Just when he thought he had missed the driveway, he spotted Ray’s taillights and turned left to follow the pickup. Though it had been years since he had driven Rolf Ericsson Drive, he remembered that final evening too well: it had been one of the interminable dinner parties that Mary Lee had loved—and he hated. The senior Ericssons were still alive at the time, and had invited fifty of their closest friends to celebrate Eve Ericsson’s sixty-fifth birthday. Both Senator Ericsson and Eve have been dead a good decade or more, now. Even Mary Lee has been gone nearly three years.

While he never would have wished his late wife dead, her untimely departure from this world had allowed more sunshine into his life than he ever expected, including no more dinner parties. At least, not those formal, alcohol-infused events studded with the brittle preening of people he had no need to know. The blacktopped road wound down and down through an old-growth forest so ancient and with a canopy of branches so dense that not a single green plant, not even a fern, marred the rust-brown forest floor. Hemlocks at least two hundred years old loomed overhead, their trunks black in the rain. Jagged stumps split by lightning sprang from the shadows like misshapen monsters. In his youth Osborne had avoided woods like these, convinced they were haunted.

Perhaps he had been right. Land like this was a relic of another time and place. Everyone who grew up in Loon Lake knew the history: the first generation Ericssons were lumber barons wealthy enough to be among the few able to protect their property from the clear-cutting that savaged the forests of northern Wisconsin in the 1800s.

Osborne wondered if Jane Ericsson, the fourth generation and only child of the senator and Eve, valued the old-growth timber like she should. One of the few forests of its kind in Wisconsin, it might be modest in size, but it was a priceless gift. He hoped that she had taken steps to preserve it. After all, she was in her late forties, unmarried and without children of her own. When she was gone, who would inherit these glorious woods? A developer? That would be a crime.

He slowed to a stop behind Ray, who had jumped from his truck to move a fallen branch blocking the road. Osborne waited to see if extra hands were needed, but his neighbor tossed the branch out of the way as if it were a toothpick—when you’re thirty-two years old, you can do that.

Falling limbs had to be a constant hazard on the private drive. Was Jane comfortable living out here all by herself? Then he remembered their reason for being there: Kaye Lund lived out here, too. So that was good. Neither was living in isolation.

Quick to admit to being an overly protective father and grandfather, Osborne could not help but be bothered by the idea of a woman living alone down a long road in a house hidden from the sight of passing motorists. This worry he applied to one woman in particular: Lewellyn Ferris. More than once he had admonished her that she was risking danger living so far from town in a little farmhouse located a half mile from the highway, and well out of earshot of neighbors.

“You could call for help, sweetheart, but no one could ever hear you,” he must have said a dozen times, partly hoping to persuade her to spend more time at his place.

“Doc,” Lew would respond with a pat on his arm, “I appreciate your concern but I have a badge, a cell phone, a walkie-talkie, a twenty-gauge shotgun by my kitchen door, and a Sig Sauer nine millimeter on my hip. I got it covered.” Rolf Ericsson Drive wound for half a mile—past a decaying tennis court, past the remnants of a shooting range, past a putting green that appeared to have been restored—before reaching the original lodge, which had served the senior Ericssons as their summer retreat from Lake Forest, Illinois. The main house, built with timbers harvested on the property, had been closed for years, its river rock chimney crumbling, the slate roof green with moss.

The road skirted a brick walkway thick with weeds before ending in a circular drive fronting a wide white stucco structure adorned with an orange-red metal roof. The construction was so recent that no landscaping had been done. Wooden planks, laid over dirt, led up to a makeshift set of stairs that ended in front of a massive wooden door, intricately carved and as red as the roof. The place was humongous.
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