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  Chapter 1




  “I can getcha this building at rock bottom pricin’...little lady.”




  Chloe jumped at the low, smarmy voice coming from behind her. A rush of stale breath hung in the air, making her shiver, even with the temperature having reached the north side of eighty. She stepped to the side and turned to find a short, squirrelly-faced man standing mere inches away. Involuntarily, her arms moved upwards to cross over her chest as she took a step back.




  “Are you speaking to me?” She’d asked the obvious question already knowing the answer. No one else but the two of them was standing in front of a vacant storefront—a red brick building long ignored and in dire need of help. The odd glint in his questioning eyes was enough for her to take a second step backward.




  “You can bet your sweet grandma, I am.”




  “Well, sir,” she replied, wondering why in the hell she’d given him even the slightest acknowledgement, let alone using sir, “...you don’t know my grandma and you surely have no idea why I’m standing here.”




  “Okay, I admit it. I’ve probably never met your grandma,” he continued. “But, I know when someone wants somethin’ and you’re lookin’ at this building like ownin’ it would make your life perfect.”




  Well, he read that right, but she wasn’t going to admit anything to this stranger. She moved along the sidewalk, stepping away from her daydreams of actually owning this building—just like he said—and turning it into a dream come true.




  “Here’s my card,” he said, handing her a bright purple business card emblazoned with True Realty—We know what you need and we’ll make sure you don’t bleed—and the name James True. Red lettering vibrating off the purple. She slipped it into her shorts pocket, turned on her heels, and hurried away.




  This Mr. True—sleaze-bag salesman—had wrecked her afternoon’s few moments of respite from the only job she could find. She was a dishwasher slave, not the baker extraordinaire she’d always aspired to, especially after four years of culinary school and a debt-load that weighed her down no less than the huge pots she’d lug daily.




  Some days she would hurry past the building at a brisk clip, resisting all urges to linger in front of the old storefront, but today she’d spent a few extra minutes and was accosted. That wasn’t part of her dreams.




  The red brick building was massive—tall, with windows at the front almost the entire height of the first floor; an inset, oversized and ornately-carved door separating the two huge panes of glass; empty of any activity and so very old. Crumbling mortar had worked loose from the outside walls, falling to the sidewalk, leaving gaps where sparrows had long ago claimed residency.




  Other times, she’d investigated pretty much every crack and crevice on the exterior walls but today, she’d peeked through a single smudged basement window. Nothing much to see, though, and about all that caught her attention were some glints of broken glass pressed into a dirt floor. Of what she could make out in the Michigan basement, with walls created from field stones, it was empty of anything else.




  With every visit, her imagination danced while sometimes her kneecaps would shake with an unfulfilled longing to create. How she’d love to turn this building into a bakery, with display cases quickly emptying of homemade yeasty rolls and breads, crispies, and muffins, instead of looking at what it really was. An abandoned, dust-laden, and pitifully ignored opportunity.




  Chloe was tired—no, to put it bluntly, she hated the utter weariness and discontent that paralyzed her from moving forward since graduation. No one needed, or even wanted, a specialty baker. Seriously, was she only qualified to wash dishes after spending four years in classes and thousands of dollars of her grandmother’s money? Instead of cleaning up after everyone, she should be dazzling customers and having them clamber for more.




  “Hey...call me if you ever want to talk price,” the man yelled to her retreating back.




  She stuffed both hands into her shorts pockets, tired of looking at the pruny fingertips reminding her of too many hours spent in front of a sink, earning minimum wage, and having way too much time to dream instead of doing.




  She pulled the business card back out. “In your dreams, pal,” she whispered.




  * * * *




  And, then, life turned on a dime.




  At least that’s what happened when her grandmother had unceremoniously dropped a rusty skeleton key into Chloe’s palm. A slip of paper was attached by a string to the key with a number and street name neatly printed on it—an address she knew all too well.




  * * * *




  Chloe’s kneecaps were wildly bouncing as she brushed her left hand along the top of a battered wooden trunk—a faint burnt odor assailing her senses as she slowly raised the lid. Pixie dust particles floated upward and sparkled in a single ray of sunshine while foreboding draped over her like a soaking umbrella.




  She snapped pictures with her smart phone and then began rifling through some of the contents inside the trunk—a worn book, a ledger, yellowed newspaper articles, and a folder with unused train tickets. Off to one side, some green flour-sack cloth—printed with little yellow chicks pecking at feed—bulged from whatever was wrapped inside it. When she picked it up, a small pistol slipped out and clattered to the attic floor. Fear chilled her blood, even if the dissonance should have been laughable between sweet little chicks on the fabric and the cold, hard metal of the gun barrel.




  “Well,” she muttered to the otherwise empty room. This certainly was the last thing she ever could’ve imagined when her grandmother told her the skeleton key was for an old bakery building. Of which, Chloe was now the proud owner, it being the very same building she’d salivated over for so long. And, the one that Mr. True—intruder of day-dreams—was so adamant he could get for pennies on the dollar, never knowing she got it a whole lot cheaper.




  But...a pistol?




  Why, oh why, hadn’t she grilled her grandmother about owning such an old and obviously long-unused storefront? And why was her Gram Fran just now making it known she owned the one thing that could’ve helped Chloe months ago. But, of course, that’s her grandmother’s way—no mollycoddling. Figure out your own way in this world. So how very curious this week the woman had softened and was helping Chloe. If she dared to ponder this too long, the real reason would have to be the money she’d promised to pay back for tuition.




  At the age of nine years old—when Chloe’s mother had died and Gram Fran had become her guardian—she’d learned pressing for answers came as close to banging one’s head against a brick wall without actually drawing blood. Maybe money was the reason, possibly something else. Chloe would eventually learn why.




  For now, though, none of that mattered. The pistol nestled nicely in one palm then the other as she slid it back and forth, giving her time to reflect back over the last hour or so.




  Every sense jangled with ideas of how to turn this building into an old-time bakery business. She loved to dream of a world when a wood-plank sidewalk might’ve graced the front of this building, when penny purchases would’ve been tucked in the back of a horse-drawn buggy or maybe a Model T, or when women were finding their voices, fighting for the right to vote.




  She’d take this building back to that era and dazzle customers with cakes, cookies, and yeasty rolls from recipes of days-gone-by. She’d finally get back into the kitchen, squashing her hands into piles of dough.




  Someday she’d slow the frenetic rapidity of every second of each day checking smart phones for messages, texting inane messages, and a social life online instead of face-to-face. She so wanted to throw away those electronic demons but this was the world today. Chloe’d welcomed being referred to as an “old soul” by some of her classmates at college. Although never sure they weren’t making fun of her, she chose instead to be oddly comforted by the label. She existed in a world that sometimes left her discombobulated.




  She and Gram Fran barely co-existed—like satellites occasionally intersecting—weighing down Chloe with a loneliness almost more than she could bear. But this time, their worlds collided and, with minds zeroed in on a singular goal, they’d hatched a plan.




  Clean up the place, then have at it. Bake away.




  But once inside this long-abandoned building, Chloe was convinced no one could’ve imagined just how much work would be involved. Grease-laden stoves stood silent in the backroom, display cases with shelves dressed in fur coats of dust, overturned tables and chairs in the dining area, pictures on the walls blurred with a milky haze, and a completely empty multi-button cash register were now her largest possessions in this world.




  Gram Fran had been stubborn as any mule. She was not getting involved and yet, it was all too obvious, Chloe had relieved her grandmother of some unspoken burden.




  So, after exploring and exhausting every nook and cranny of the main floor, she’d found the stairway to the second floor apartment, and ventured upstairs. With abandon, she flung open any and all doors and drawers. There was a small water closet, and then...an armoire of sorts full of dress-up clothes covered in beads and fringe, and shoes, gloves, handbags, and stockings to match. It was like stepping into The Great Gatsby with Mia Farrow tapping her foot impatiently before Robert Redford graced the screen.




  Whoever had left these clothes behind must have been crazy to desert them...everything was so very gorgeous. But, oh, how short in stature the woman who wore these dresses must have been. Chloe’d held one dress up to her shoulders—sparkling fabric with layers upon layers of red beads strung on fine thread—and it barely covered her bottom! The woman must have been at least six or eight inches shorter? But, how lovingly scandalous.




  After she lingered for a few minutes, Chloe finally pulled a tattered rope hanging from the ceiling—nearly in the center of the second-floor apartment—to reveal a pull-down ladder leading upwards. And, because she couldn’t resist that moment of exploration, she’d climbed up to a third floor loft, and now sat next to a beaten-up, smoky-smelling, old trunk, holding a palm-sized pistol.




  “God, why did I have to find this trunk?” Everything else had lost all importance.




  The sun, making its daily dip toward the west, shot sunbeams across the pearl-laden handle. When she moved the weapon ever so slightly, shades of blue, mauve, and teal wavered in the smooth finish. The ornate carving worked into the snub-nosed barrel looked every inch Art Deco with scrolls and lines boxed in with triangles and rectangular etchings. What looked like two initials had been crudely scratched into the bottom of the handle. The whole thing probably weighed all of a pound, if that.




  Daylight was becoming scarce, forcing Chloe to make a decision—stay with her toy-sized flashlight or grab the trunk and head out. She pulled at the leather handles on each side of the trunk and one immediately gave way, disintegrating to nothing more than a ragged scrap of worthless hide. And, more dust. The trunk was too bulky to navigate it alone down the ladder using the one remaining strap. It alone was probably just as brittle as the broken one, giving her pause to wonder how it had been lifted up to the third floor initially.




  Well, it wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon so she grabbed her cell phone, placed the pistol back into the trunk and pulled out a handful of papers for inspection later that evening.




  * * * *




  “Thank God, she’s not home,” Chloe muttered, as she opened the front door to her grandmother’s place, after her sojourn to the “old bakery building,” giving her some reprieve from having to answer any questions of why or how she was now in possession of a pile of old papers. If Gram even bothered to inquire.




  With the careful precision of a surgeon, she unfolded the first newspaper article at the top of the pile. A couple folds—when opened up—gave way and partially split but the article remained in one piece. She gently smoothed the paper as flat as it would go and began reading. The yellowed newspaper article made absolutely no sense to Chloe.




  Basically, the whole pile of papers in her lap looked more like giant pieces to a jigsaw puzzle that, even when placed side by side, would still be a mystery. But, in her heart of hearts, she knew there was a reason this article was the first one she came upon.




  





  

    

      The Cedartown Review, May 5, 1929




      Deputy sheriffs James Allbright and Claude Calkins captured a Cadillac and about a hundred quarts of booze Friday afternoon, moments after the noon siren blared.




      Russell Gorlack was at Brighton and started home on foot expecting to catch a ride. When he was just this side of Howell, a large Cadillac car came along and they halted for a moment, but finally drove on. The day was very warm and while they stopped, a little liquid leaked out of the car and the odor was plainly discernible. A state cop soon came along and Russell told him about the leak from the car and he figured out what it was as the odor was very strong. He knew he would probably be unable to overtake the car so, upon returning to Howell, he spoke with Claude Calkins who immediately telephoned Mr. Allbright to stop a big Cadillac car.




      Mr. Allbright had just entered his home in the east part of the village as the message came and he just nicely reached the road as the car came along. He gave the signal to halt and exhibited his badge, but as they failed to heed his signal, he pulled his gun and gave the second command, and the car, containing two men, stopped.




      In a few moments, Mr. Calkins came up and they asked the driver for his license, which proved to have been issued in Indiana. They informed the driver that would not do for Michigan and Mr. Calkins decided the men should appear before Justice S.S. Abbott after the officers searched the car. All that was found was one quart in the front curtains but they did not find any more and the two men declared that was all they had.




      Mr. Allbright drove the Cadillac with the two handcuffed men in the rear seat, and started for Howell. After they had gone, Mr. Calkins discovered booze was still leaking from the car and he drove it to Howell where they found a nicely concealed tool box with fifteen quarts, except what had leaked out of two or three broken bottles. The men then showed them that by taking out a few tacks, the backs of both seats were stuffed with a hundred quart bottles.




      The men gave their names as Gilbert VanMeter and A.C. Kaiser, both of whom claimed Detroit as their home. They were arraigned in justice court that afternoon, charged with unlawful transportation and possession of intoxicating liquor. They waived examination and were bound over to the circuit court for trial.




      Mr. Calkins was quite outspoken the next day to this editor. Men, such as bootleggers VanMeter and Kaiser, need to be severely punished to put a stop to this illegal operation. Mr. Calkins was afraid boys, like his ten-year-old son, Jesse, are not to be safe in a world that in any way coddles these lawbreakers.


    


  




  * * * *




  As she looked back over the article, Calkins, Garlock, Russell, VanMeter, Kaiser, Abbott popped out at her—those were the clues. She started listing each name on her smart phone after noticing the hour was late.




  Maybe the trunk had belonged to one of them. It certainly must have belonged to her grandmother, so why hadn’t she said anything? Prohibition, hidden bottles of booze, traveling the back roads—any one of these men might have had an interest in keeping this information tucked away, but was Gram Fran also hiding something? Or, was it a possibility she didn’t even know about it? Chloe’s imagination was running rampant as she closed her eyes to a most unusual day.




  * * * *




  A few hours of sleep and the faint rays of morning sun coming through the east window of her bedroom was enough to convince Chloe to crawl out of bed, pull on an old pair of sweatpants not worrying a bit at the horribly wrinkled t-shirt reeking of a restless night of tossing and turning. She couldn’t wait to get back to the task at hand.




  The morning hours then flew by as she scoured every clipping from the pile of papers—now scattered across the kitchen counter like a tablecloth. A couple of the names were repeated in later, shorter blurbs. The numbers and dates in the ledger started to make some sense—dollars and cents calculating expenses and income. She also rifled through a crudely bound, well-worn book—the jumbled letters and words inside creating another layer to the puzzle. Three unused train tickets added to the mystery but she also put those aside, more concerned with the ownership of the trunk and who had valued it enough to hide it away in a small third-floor room of an abandoned building.




  Just as she began placing the items back into the trunk, a photograph slipped from between the train tickets.




  Chloe picked it up for inspection and froze at what she saw. A mirror image of herself dressed in old-time garb—the Roaring 20s, a flapper girl, feathers and boas, and a wink about to happen—twittered between her shaking fingers. It was her, and yet not. Who was this young and obviously flirtatious female, and why did they look as if cast from the same mold?




  Chapter 2




  Claude Calkins, whose name as deputy sheriff could be found throughout the preserved articles, was a very old man when Chloe finally met him. She knew his exact age—a hundred years, two months, and fifteen days—and was beyond incredulous she’d been able to locate him, not in a cemetery but very much with the living.




  It was at that very moment—discovering Claude was still alive—she’d put on hold any and everything concerning the bakery building, so very obsessed she’d become with the contents in the trunk. Especially that one single photograph, which she carried with her constantly, poring over it, wishing the young gal could speak from the fading picture. “Who are you?” She, who could have been a twin, but separated by history.




  Every waking hour, Chloe was either doing research at the library and online or scanning reels of microfilm. She did genealogy searches on every person noted in the articles—sometimes spelling the surnames in every number of combinations imaginable—but eventually finding success with only this single name.




  For that, she had the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints to thank. With over two billion names in their database, the name of Claude Calkins showed up in eight different locations around the country. One in particular had caught her attention—Claude Calkins, born in 1900, in Cedartown, Michigan, to parents Olive and James, joining two older siblings, Martha and Ralph. Chloe’d been encouraged by the fact she couldn’t locate a death date for him.




  As research continued, she found him in fact alive, quite old, and residing in the very town where he’d been born. And now, as she sat across from him, Chloe couldn’t help but zero in on the road map of wrinkles crisscrossing his mottled face, hardly able to imagine what amounts of joy and hurt contributed to them.




  In the short ten minutes since she’d walked through Claude’s front door, he’d related twice how his family—son Jesse, to be precise—had tuned into the Today Show earlier in the year. How they’d gathered around the television to watch Willard Scott mispronounce Claude’s middle name of Hiram, all the while telling the world how this man had upheld the law during the Prohibition Era as a small-town deputy sheriff but that now his most favorite pastime was a shot of Drambuie every night before bedtime. It was difficult to figure out if he was incensed or proud of that information getting out to the world, but obviously the attention hadn’t bothered him. His eyes—almost youthful with his wide-eyed look—registered delight. At least that’s the way she took it.




  The official picture used on the morning show had been framed and was currently nestled in his lap. Claude finally relinquished the picture to Chloe, taking one final inspection before asking her to hang it back on the wall at the front entrance.




  “Now, missy, tell me your name again.” Claude’s voice croaked and broke up worse than static on the radio. “Are you from the television station?”




  She wasn’t necessarily a patient person but it was quickly becoming obvious that any conversation with him was going to be on his timetable, not hers. If she was going to find out why that one particular article—well, really, why everything she’d uncovered in that old trunk—was, or is, of any value or importance, she was at his mercy for even a smidgen of a clue.




  “Chloe...my name is Chloe Marie,” she repeated. “No, I’m not a reporter but I do have a lot of questions.” She’d made copies of the long article from 1929—wanting to keep the original safe from too much fingering—and now handed the piece of paper to Claude.




  He barely looked at the top of the newspaper clipping, appearing to focus his attention on the last paragraph where his son’s name could be found and Claude’s concern was voiced through the small town editor’s words—Mr. Calkins is afraid boys, like his ten-year-old son, Jesse, are not to be safe in a world that in any way coddles these lawbreakers.




  With not a whisper of suggestion, Claude began speaking, slowly at first, and then with more enthusiasm. His shriveled body remained seated in the oversized chair of his farmhouse but his mind had drifted back to a time mostly found only in history books, voices long silenced, as his would be someday.




  Chloe knew only too well how quickly memories could vanish—her own childhood being one of those lost at the time of her mother’s death years earlier and of never knowing her own father. And so, as far as she was concerned, Claude had her undivided attention for however long he wanted to speak. Her days and ambitions were on hold until this obsession for the items found in the trunk was satiated.




  “You know, every one of us outlived her,” he began, fingering the edges of the copied article and Chloe, who’d gotten his permission, began recording.




  Chapter 3




  “Izzy, hurry. We need to get these bottles filled and tucked away,” Hulda yelled from the back room, her voice tinged with urgency.




  Izzy walked into the room from the kitchen, with one-year-old Frances Rose straddled on her hip. Hulda briefly looked up, sighed, and went back to the task at hand. As she feverishly worked to fill each bottle, using a white-enamel funnel and a pitcher, some of the valuable gin splashed into the tub. Precious pennies-worth going down the drain. And, Izzy wasn’t going to be of any help, not with the baby draining them of so much time and energy.




  A soft tapping came at the back door, loud enough to startle both women, but the baby remained oblivious. She just continued to coo while tugging on Izzy’s tight black curls, at least the ones that had come loose from her kerchief.




  Hulda heaved another sigh—louder this time—and headed to the door, swiping aside a couple of men’s work shirts hanging between the tub and the back door.




  “You’re early,” she reprimanded the two men who silently stepped into the back room, one furtively glancing backward. She pulled a chain dangling from a single light bulb that had been barely illuminating the area to begin with, plunging them all into near darkness. At least the harvest moon provided enough light for what was to transpire. “I’m not ready.”




  “Give us what you got done,” the taller of the two men said. “We’ll pay ya in a day or two when we come back for the rest.”




  “Gilly, you know that’s not our deal. You pay for whatever leaves this house,” she responded, hoping to sound tougher than she felt by this ill-timed visit. Hulda was especially thankful her shin-length housedress covered her kneecaps as they violently quivered up and down. Fear had always landed in her legs, sometimes making her too weak to move. At times, she was slowed down for only a split second, while other times, minutes could go by—as if her feet were nailed to the floorboards—before she would trust her legs to not give out with each step.




  “That your kid?” the second man, half-a-head shorter than the other and looking twice as scruffy, asked, taking a step toward Izzy and the child.




  “None of your concern,” Hulda said, thankful her legs responded, moving between him and the baby. She turned to Izzy and demanded, “Go in the other room.”




  “Awright, sweetie, don’t get all in a huff. Cecil here is jus’ tryin’ to be sociable, ya know,” Gilly assured her. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a small satchel that clinked rather loudly as everyone paused. He released the leather strap that kept the bag closed and dumped out a handful of silver coins. “How many bottles ya got ready?”




  Without turning her back to the two men, she stepped over to the tub and quickly counted at least twenty-four bottles that were full but needed to be sealed. Hulda had become so efficient in this little operation of hers, within ten minutes she’d smoothed a four-inch disc of soft wax on top of each bottle, coaxing the malleable circle over the lip and down about an inch of the neck. She then twisted twine around each bottle neck so it secured the wax in place, and tied a knot only scissors or a knife could release. Even when the bottle was tipped upside down, not a whisper of gin would be freed.




  “I’ve got twenty-four bottles ready,” she told Gilly.




  Cecil started to grab four of the bottles, but Hulda stopped him.




  “The money first,” she said, looking over toward Gilly. As if he’d done it a hundred times before, he surveyed the money in his palm and handed the whole lot to Hulda. She quickly counted up twelve dollars in silver and stuffed the money into a deep pocket of the housedress, then stepped aside so the men could grab a couple armloads of bottles filled with juniper and anise-laced gin.




  They were both back within mere minutes, Gilly carrying a trunk that he deposited on the floor, and the men grabbed the remaining bottles. Hardly another word was spoken except, “We’ll get the rest in a few days.”




  Hulda waited for the headlamps of the truck to grow dimmer, then she slumped down to the milking stool she normally perched on when filling the bottles. Long strands of chestnut brown hair had come loose from the low, usually tight bun at the back on her head. She tried unsuccessfully to tuck them back into place but gave up. It was no use and didn’t hardly matter.




  Nothing ever changed.




  Even after doing this for the last three years, Hulda’s fear never lessened. The constant succession of Gilly—alone or with someone—unexpectedly showing up at her back door, either dropping off empty bottles or picking up her concoction, always left her exhausted. She figured he must be watching the house because he never appeared when she had a visitor. He only showed up when she was alone or Izzy was busy doing chores or taking care of the baby. Never when townsfolk were nosing around or during Claude’s late evening calls.




  The local ladies she could do without—always asking how she could possibly survive without a husband and what was she doing to make money—as if it were their right to know. She didn’t really care if they believed that being a laundress brought in enough money. Her ability to make money was her business and no one else’s.




  What a fit those tee-totaling, temperance-spouting, holier-than-thou women would have if they ever figured out what she made from some of their husbands’ grain alcohol. How they must have turned a blind eye—such as the manufacture of crude moonshine—transpiring behind their farmhouses, in back lot barns, was a ridiculous mystery to Hulda.




  What would prissy Mrs. Barnerd say if she discovered the money she used to purchase the latest style of silk gloves came from her husband’s sale of alcohol? Oh, and dear not-so-sweet Mrs. Osborne. Those pennies she so piously dropped into the offering every Sunday at church probably came from Mr. Osborne’s ill-gotten income.




  For the most part, Hulda had come to enjoy one visitor, though. Claude would come knocking at her front door at least a couple times a week and, if the weather was nice, they would enjoy pleasant conversation on the front porch. Their friendship was comfortable now but she never let down her guard completely, especially when he started asking questions. Oh, he might be a little bit suspicious but so far she’d been able to deflect acknowledging his unease.




  And for that, she would thank the Lord above that Izzy was here to help. She either had a sixth sense or was eavesdropping because she always interrupted at exactly the right moment to turn the tide of any inquiries.




  Sweet Izzy, with eyes the color of dark chocolate, that took in every salacious moment in the old clapboard house and tucked them away for safe keeping, and with a giggle that left no one untouched, including little Frances Rose. The way only Izzy could settle that baby down sometimes made Hulda envious, but then again, having a houseful kept her continually putting her own dreams on hold. And, for that reason, resentment would occasionally rear its ugly head.




  Izzy and Frances Rose could have been identical twins—a generation apart—barring the baby’s midnight blue eyes and somewhat angular nose. Funny how the babe’s olive skin and deep brown hair kept the local townsfolk guessing. Made no difference to Hulda. She just wanted to go about her business and leave the local gossip to the old biddies.




  If truth be told, Hulda really did enjoy making her juniper and anise gin. She even found a certain, ironic solace having a glass of the gin at the end of some days, when Izzy would retire to her bedroom upstairs after making sure the little one was tucked in for the night.




  Days would pile upon weeks as Hulda’s imagination simmered away like water set for a low boil and yet, every once in a while, visions of being one of the beautiful people would explode, making the hours seem endless. She spent untold hours envisioning herself twirling around a speakeasy dance floor in Detroit, dazzling all to see. Her shimmering, fringed dress would be the cat’s meow and she’d party with a drink in hand, never worrying if a drop of giggle juice sloshed out of her glass onto the floor. Those were her desires.
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