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Because he is my brother, I will suffer a thousand deaths to vindicate his.

Alexander Sharpe, The Ocean Serene

All good writing is swimming under water and holding your breath.

F. Scott Fitzgerald,
in an undated letter to his daughter


PART ONE:

THE PURITY OF THE TERRITORY


CHAPTER ONE

It has been said that nature does not know extinction. In effect, it knows only change: nothing ever truly disappears, for there is always somethingsome part, some particle, some formidable semblanceleft behind. You can boil water into vapor, but it hasnt disappeared. Curiosity killed the cat, but condensation brought it back.

Therefore, such logic should enlighten us to the understanding that if something should happen to developshould arrive, should become thus, should suddenly appearthen it has always been. Forms evolve and devolve but things always are. There exists no creation and, consequently, no destructionthere exists only transformation. It is a collision of electrons and positrons, this life: the transformation of matter to rays of light, of molecular currents, of water to vapor to water again.

When I was twenty-three, I wrote a novel called The Ocean Serene. It was about a young boy who, having survived a near drowning, has a door of repressed memories opened in his brain, but in truth it was really about my dead brother, Kyle.

I wrote it in the evenings at a small desk in my depressed one-bedroom apartment in the Washington, D.C. neighborhood of Georgetown (across the street from a smattering of university buildings and just a few blocks from where The Exorcist had been filmed many years before). A mug of coffeeblack, no sugarexpelled ribbons of steam to one side of my word processor while an ashtray sprouting the flattened, yellowed elbows of cigarette butts sat on the other side. The central air did not always function properly, and I would occasionally crank open the bedroom windows to allow fresh air in. In fact, I remember opening the windows and smoking countless cigarettes and drinking cup after cup after cup of oily coffee more than the actual writing of the manuscript.

I wrote in a fog, in a haze . . . as though a length of gauze had been gently draped over the undulating contours of my brain. After writing the first draft, it took the accumulation of a couple more years and some deep personal reflection before I could once again tackle the manuscript and assemble it into something honest. For whatever reason, I felt this nagging drive to write it as honest as I could. So I wrote the first draft, then tucked it away and busied my mind with other matters until, moons later, I felt I had attained some fraction of personal growthboth in my writing and in the way I interpreted and understood the worldto revisit it. While the story was undeniably an exercise in speculative fictiona horror novel, in other wordsit was as real to me as the memories I carried of my childhood. It was difficult to relive the past. Age brings with it a certain Kryptonite that drains our faith like vampires, and reading the manuscript again almost destroyed me.

But I rewrote and finished it in a fever. It was done, and I couldnt help but feel relieved. It was tantamount to the spiritual and emotional exhaustion felt after my younger brothers death. I did not understand why such a thing had eluded me during the writing of the manuscript, but it struck me like a mallet to a gong after finally completing it. And I found I did not know how to feel about what I had just done.

Without combing through the manuscript for typos and inconsistencies, I sent it to the acquisitions editor of a small specialty press with whom I had maintained a formal yet consistent dialogue over the past several months. While I waited to hear from him, I began to doubt myselfnot the book, just myselfand wondered if Id done the right thing in writing the book. I couldnt tell if Id commemorated the memory of my younger brother or if Id cheapened it, ruined it, made it a circus accessible to anyone willing to pay the price of admission.

Weeks later, during an onslaught of rainy weather so violent and unrelenting it seemed the world was preparing to end, the editor informed me that the book had been accepted for publication. He had a few changes, but he said it was a good, strong story written in a good, strong, lucid voice. The book was slated for a hardcover release in the fall.

One question, said the editor.

Yes?

Alexander Sharpe? It was the nom de plume Id used on the cover page of the manuscript. Since when have you decided to use a pseudonym?

Over the phone, I tried to sound as casual as possible. Wanted to see if Mr. Sharpe would have better luck in the publishing department than Ive had. I guess he does.

But that wasnt the truth.

I couldnt tell him that I needed to distance myself from it while at the same time I also needed to embrace it. It would make no sense. To me, it seemed a stranger was better prepared to introduce my dead brothers story to the world than I was. A nonexistent stranger at that. Because I was biased. Because I could not detach myself from it, and to not detach myself from it would be to corrupt the storys honesty into loathsome self-pity. And I would not allow that to happen.

Because all good books are honest books.

I celebrated with friends, who bought me shots of gasohol and tried to get me laid despite my recent (though undisclosed) intention to finally propose to my longtime girlfriend, Jodie Morgan, and then I celebrated alone with a full pack of cigarettes, a flask of Wild Turkey, and a stroll around Georgetown. Perhaps  out of a need for affirmation, I found myself outside one of the neighborhood bars in D.C., punching numbers on a pay phone. It rang several times before my older brother, Adam, picked up.

I think I just wrote a book about Kyle, I said, drunk, into the receiver.

Well, its about goddamn time, bud, Adam said, and I felt myself grow wings and lift off the pavement.

On occasion I found my mind sliding back to that late autumn when I sat and smoked and wrote about my younger brothers death. I remembered the change of seasons predicated by the changes of the leaves in the trees; the windswept, rain-soaked nights that smelled swampy and full of promise; the retinal fatigue suffered from hours of staring at the throbbing glow of my monitor. It was the only thing Id ever written that caused me to suffer from sleepless exhaustion. I roved with the flair of a zombie through the streets late at night and subsisted in a state of near catatonia while at my day job as a copy editor for The Washington Post (making just enough money to stave off my landlord while maintaining a sufficient stockpile of ramen noodles and National Bohemian).

One evening found me dodging traffic on the corner of 14th and Constitution in downtown D.C., the solitary pedestrian caught in a freezing downpour, until I wound up drunk and with my teeth rattling like maracas in my skull at the foot of the Washington Monument. I proclaimed to the phallic structure, I will eat you, a phrase that to this day still boggles the mind, whether spoken to a stone monument or otherwise. Then I saluted it and, pivoting on my heels, turned across the lawn toward 14th Street. The series of events that eventually returned me to my apartment that evening remain a question for the ages.

The book was my gift to Kyle, but the writing of it was my punishment; the hours spent curled over that word processor hammering out the story were my penance. Having never been a religious personhaving no belief in God or any variation thereofit was all I had. And in thinking back on that time, I was reminded of the exhaustion that accompanied every moment.

I was thirteen when Kyle died.

And it was my fault.


CHAPTER TWO

We hit flurries coming out of New York, but by the time we crossed into Maryland, the world had vanished beneath a blanket of white. Baltimore was a muddy blur. Industrial ramparts and graffiti-laden billboards seemed overcome by a deathly gray fatigue. Bone-colored smokestacks rose like medieval prison towers, the tops of which were eradicated by the blizzard, and cars began pulling off onto the shoulder in a flare of hesitant red taillights and emergency flashers.

We should stop, Travis, Jodie said. She was hugging herself in the passenger seat and peering through the icy soup that sluiced across the windshield.

The shoulders too narrow. I dont want to risk someone running into us.

Can you even see anything?

The windshield wipers were clacking to a steady beat, but the temperature had dropped low enough for ice to bloom in stubborn patches on the windshield. I cranked the defroster, and the old Honda coughed and groaned, then belched fetid hot breath up from the dashboard. With it came the vague aroma of burning gym socks, which caused Jodie to rock back in her seat and moan.

I hope this isnt an omen, she said. A bad sign.

I dont believe in omens.

Thats because you have no sense of irony.

Turn the radio on, I told her.

The snowstorm didnt let up until Charm City was a cold sodium smear in the rearview mirror. Two hours after that, as the car chugged west along an increasingly depopulated highway, the sky opened up and radiated with the clear silver of midday. We motored on through an undulating countryside of snow-covered fields. Houses began to vanish, and telephone poles surrendered to shaggy firs overburdened with fresh snow. The alternative rock station Jodie had found back in Baltimore crackled with the lethargic twang of country music.

Jodie switched off the radio and examined the road map that was splayed out in her lap. What mountains are those up ahead?

Allegheny.

With only the faint colorless summits rising out of the mist, they resembled the arched backs of brontosauruses.

Lord. Westlakes not even on the map. She glanced out the window. Ill bet theres not another living soul out there for the next twenty, thirty miles.

Despite the hazardous driving conditions, I stole a glimpse of my wife. Aquiline-featured and mocha-skinned, her springy black hair tucked beneath a jacquard cap, she looked suddenly and alarmingly youthful. Memories of our first winter in North London rushed back to me: how wed huddled around the wood-burning stove for warmth when we couldnt get the furnace to kick on while watching an atrocious British sitcom on cable. London had been good to us, but we were excited by the prospect of returning to the Statesto my home state, in factand finally owning our own home.

The past decade of struggling to make ends meet had paid off when my last novel, Water View, rocketed in sales and managed to attract a Hollywood option. The film was never made, but the option money put my previous book advances to shame, so we decided to trade in our draughty Kentish Town flat for a single-family home. It hadnt occurred to us to come back to the States until Adam called to say he found us a house in his neighborhood. The previous owners had already moved out and were desperate to sell. At such a bargain, it promised to go quickly. I conferred with Jodie and, blindly putting our trust in my older brothers judgment, we bought the house, sight unseen.

Are you nervous? Jodie said.

About the house?

About seeing your brother again. She rested a hand on my right knee.

Things are okay between us now, I said, though for a moment I couldnt help but remember what had happened the last time wed been together. Except for the clarity of the memory, it could have been a dream, a nightmare.

We havent been around family for Christmas in a long time.

I said nothing, not wanting to be baited into talking about the past.

I think that youve somehow driven us off the face of the Earth, Jodie said, blessedly changing the subject.

Its gotta be

There, she said. There was an edge of excitement in her voice. Down there!

In the valley below, a miniature town seemed to blossom right out of the snow. I could make out the grid of streets and traffic lights like Christmas balls. Brick-fronted two-story buildings and mom-and-pop shops huddled together as if for warmth. The main road wound straight through the quaint downtown section, then continued toward the mountains where clusters of tiny houses bristled like toadstools in the distant fields. The whole town was embraced by a dense pine forest, through which I thought I could see the occasional glitter of water.

Jodie laughed. Oh, youre shitting me! Its a goddamn model train set.

Welcome to Westlake, I said. Next stopJupiter.

I took the next exit and eased the Honda down an icy decline. We came to a T in the road, and Jodie read the directions off a slip of paper Id stowed in the glove compartment. We hung a left and drove straight through the middle of town, digesting the names of all the businesses we passedClee Laundromat, Zippys Auto Supply, Guru Video, Tonys Music Emporium. The two most creative were a hair salon called For the Hairing Impaired and an Old Weststyle saloon, complete with swinging doors and a hitching post, called Tequila Mockingbird.

Jodie and I groaned in unison.

We turned down Waterview Court and followed it as it narrowed to a single lane, the trees coming in to hug us on either side.

Did you notice? Jodie said.

Notice what?

Waterview. Its the name of your last book.

Maybe thats another one of your beloved omens, I said. A good one this time.

Waterview dead-ended in a cul-de-sac. Warm little houses encircled the court, their roofs groaning with snow.

There he is, I said and hammered two bleats on the car horn.

Adam stood in the center of the cul-de-sac, mummified in a startling red ski jacket, knitted cap, and spaceman boots. He had a rolled-up plastic tube beneath one arm. Behind him, two puffy blots frolicked in the snowJacob and Madison, my nephew and niece.

Smiling, I tapped the car horn one last time, then maneuvered the vehicle so I could park alongside the curb. The undercarriage complained as the Honda plowed through a crest of hard snow, and before I had the car in park, Jodie was out the door. She sprinted to Adam, hugged him with one arm around his neck, and administered a swift peck to his left cheek. My brother was very tall, and Jodie came up just past the height of his shoulders.

Hey, jerk face, I said, climbing out of the car. Get your mitts off my wife.

Come here, Adam said, grabbing me into a strong embrace. He smelled of aftershave lotion and firewood, and I was momentarily kicked backward into nostalgic reverie, recalling our fatherwho had smelled the exact same waywhen we were kids growing up in the city. Man, he said, breathing into the crook of my neck, its good to see you again, Bro.

We released each other and I took him in. He was well built, with a studious, sophisticated gaze that was capable of being stern without compromising his charm and his innate approachability. Hed put those traits to work to become the policeman hed always wanted to be when he was a kid. From seemingly out of the blue, I was overcome by a sense of pride that nearly buckled my knees.

You look good, I said.

Kids! Adam called over his shoulder.

Jacob and Madison, clumsy and bumbling through the snow, bounded to my brothers side, adjusting gloves, knitted caps, earmuffs that had gone askew.

My God, theyve gotten so big, I said.

You guys remember your uncle Travis? Adam asked.

I crouched down, bringing myself to their eye level.

Madison took a hesitant step backward. She had been only a baby the last time I saw her so I held out little hope shed remember me.

Ten-year-old Jacob scrunched up his face and nodded a couple of times. He was the more brazen of the duo. I remember. You lived in a different country.

England, yes.

Do they talk a different language there?

They speak the same language as you, old chap, I said in my best cockney accent, and I rather think they had it first, wot-wot.

Jacob laughed.

Madison was emboldened to take a step toward me, smiling at my ridiculous impression or her brothers willingness to laugh at it.

Did you bring us anything from England? Jacob asked.

Madisons eyes lit up.

Hey, now, Adam scolded. We dont do that.

Jacobs gaze dropped to his boots. Madisons remained on me, appearing hopeful that shed reap the rewards of her brothers question.

I exchanged a look with Adam.

He nodded.

Well, as a matter of fact, I said, dipping one hand into the pocket of my parka. I produced two Snickers barsuneaten rations from our road trip from New Yorkand, fanning them like a deck of cards, extended them to the kids.

They snatched them up with the speed of light, and Madison had it in her mouth a mere nanosecond after the wrapper was off.

My sister-in-law, Beth, came out of her house and marched down the shoveled driveway toward us. She was a smart, determined woman whose body bore the rearing of her two children with a mature, domestic sophistication. The last time Id seen her, which had been just before Jodie and I moved to North London, shed called me a piece of shit and looked ready to claw my eyes out with her fingernails.

So good to see you, sweetie, Beth said, gathering Jodie up in a hug. Beth was only slightly older than my wife, but at that very moment she could have passed for Jodies mother.

They let each other go, and Beth came over to me. The famous author. She kissed the side of my face.

Hey, Beth.

You look good.

She was lying, of course; Id grown paler and thinner over the past few months, my eyes having recessed into black pockets and my hair having grown a bit too long to keep tidy. It was writers block, keeping me up at nights.

All right, enough small talk. Jodie was glowing. Lets see this house already.

Yeah, I said, surveying the houses around the cul-de-sac. They all appeared to have cars in the driveways. Which one is it?

Adam fished a set of keys from his pocket. None of these. Come on.

Adam led us toward a copse of pines. A dirt path cut through the trees and disappeared. We crunched through the snow and headed down the dirt path.

I started laughing, then paused halfway through the woods. Youre kidding me, right?

Adams eyes glittered. You should have seen the movers backing the truck up to the house. He continued walking.

Jodie came up alongside me, brushing her shoulder against mine, and said in a low voice, If this goddamn place is made out of gingerbread, your brothers in hot water.

Then we stepped into the clearing.

It was a white, two-story Gablefront with a wraparound porch and a gray-shingled roof tucked partway behind a veil of spindly trees. It wasnt a huge house, but it was certainly a world of difference from our claustrophobic North London flat. And even with its obvious cosmetic deficienciesmissing shingles, missing posts in the porch balustrade, wood siding in desperate need of a paint jobit looked like the most perfect house in the known universe.

Adam had sent us pictures over the Internet, but it took being here, standing in front of the houseour housefor it to finally sink in and make it real.

Well? Adam said, standing akimbo by the front porch. Did I do good or what, folks?

You did perfect. Jodie laughed, then threw her arms around me, kissed me. I kissed her back.

Jacob and Madison giggled.

You did perfect, too, baby, she said into my ear. I hugged her tighter.

The house sat on three full acres, with a sloping backyard that graduated toward the cusp of a dense pine forest. It was immense, the type of forest in which careless hikers were always getting lost, covering what could have been several hundred acres.

On closer inspection, the house appeared almost human and melancholy in its neglect. The shutters hung at awkward angles from the windows, and the windowpanes were practically opaque with grime. Frozen plants in wire mesh baskets hung from the porch awning, each one so egregiously overgrown that their roots spilled from the bottom of the basket and hung splayed in the air like the tentacles of some prehistoric undersea creature. Veins of leafless ivy, as stiff as pencils in the cold, trailed up the peeling, flaking wood siding, which was mottled and faded, hinting at shapes hidden within the deteriorating wood.

Adam tossed me the house keys. So, are we gonna stand around here freezing our butts off, or are we gonna check out the new digs?

I handed the keys to Jodie. Go ahead. Do the honors.

Jodie mounted the two steps to the porch, hesitating as they creaked beneath her. There was a porch swing affixed to the underside of the awning by rusted chains, the left chain several inches longer than the right. The wicker seat had been busted out presumably a long time ago, leaving behind a gaping, serrated maw. The electric porch lights on either side of the front door were bristling with birds nests, and there was bird shit speckled in constellation fashion on the floorboards below. Yet if Jodie noticed any of this, she did not let on.

Jodie slipped the key into the lock as the rest of us gathered on the porch behind her. We waited patiently for her to open the door. Instead, she burst into laughter.

What? I said. What is it?

Its insane, she said. This is our first home.

The house had a very 1970s feel to it, with ridiculous shag carpeting and wood paneling on the first floor. At any moment I expected a disco ball to drop from the ceiling. There were floor tiles missing in the kitchen, and it looked like the walls were in the process of vomiting up the electrical outlets, for many of them dangled by their guts from the Sheetrock.

The Trans-Atlantic movers had deposited our belongings pretty much wherever they found space, and we maneuvered around them like rats in a maze as we went from room to room.

Jodie gripped my hand and squeezed it. This is great.

It needs some work.

Upstairs, there were two bedroomsa master and a spareas well as a third room that would make a perfect office for my writing and Jodies work on her doctoral dissertation. A second full bathroom was up here as well. With some disdain, I scrutinized the chipped shower tiles and the sink that could have been dripping since Eisenhower was in office.

Travis, Jodie called from down the hall. Come look. You wont believe this.

She was in the master bedroom at the end of the hall. The movers had propped our mattress at an angle against one wall and left our dresser in the middle of the room. Boxes of clothes crept up another wall.

Look, Jodie said. She was gazing out of the wall of windows that faced the backyard.

I came up behind her and peered over her shoulder. Beyond the white smoothness of the lawn and seen through a network of barren tree limbs, a frozen lake glittered in the midday sun. On the far side of the lake, tremendous lodgepole pines studded the landscape, their needles powdered in a dusting of white. It was a breathtaking, picturesque view, marred only by the curious item toward the center of the lakea large, dark, indescribable structure rising straight up from the ice.

Did you know there was a lake back here?

No, I said. Adam never said anything.

Jesus, this is gorgeous. I cant believe its ours.

Its ours. I kissed her neck and wrapped my arms around her. What do you suppose that thing is out there? Sitting on the ice?

I have no idea, Jodie said, but I dont think its sitting on the ice.

No?

Look at the base. The ice is chipped away, and you can see the water.

Strange, I said.

Suddenly, we were both startled by a high-pitched wail, followed by the quick patter of small feet on the hardwood floor. It wasnt the type of frustrated cry typical of agitated young children; there was fear in this shriek, possibly pain.

I rushed out onto the upstairs landing and glanced down in time to see Madison running into her mothers arms in the foyer. Beth scooped up the little girl and hugged her tight.

What happened? I said, coming partway down the stairs.

Beth shook her head: she didnt know. She smoothed back Madisons hair while the girl clung to her like a monkey.

Adam appeared beside them and asked Madison what was wrong, but she did not answer. Her crying quickly subsiding, she seemed content to bury her face in Beths shoulder.

Adam looked at me. What happened? The amount of accusation in his tone rendered me speechless. Whatd you do?

It wasnt until Jacob came up behind me on the stairs that I realized to whom Adam had been directing his questions.

What happened? Adam repeated.

Jacob shrugged. The kid looked miserable. Maddy got scared.

Scared of what?

Again: the slight roll of tiny shoulders. Something scared her. Wasnt me. I promise.

Adam sighed and ran his fingers through his tight, curly hair. Get down here, Jacob.

Expressionlessly, the boy bounded down the stairs.

I followed, stuffing my hands into my pockets. I paused beside Beth and rubbed Madisons head.

She squirmed and swung her legs, causing Beth to grunt when she struck her in the belly. Cut it out now, Beth muttered into her daughters hair.

You never said anything about a lake out back, I said to Adam.

Didnt I?

And the basement? Where is it?

In the attic. Where else?

Ha. Dont quit your day job. I strolled past him down the hallway toward the one door I hadnt yet opened.

Adam called after me: The movers put all your boxes marked storage down there.

Thanks. I opened the door on a set of rickety wooden stairs that sank deep into a concrete cellar. Somewhere down there a light burned, casting a tallow illumination on the exposed cinder block walls. I descended the stairs halfway until I saw an exposed bulb in the center of the low ceiling, hanging from several inches of wire. Its pull cord swayed like a hypnotists pocket watch.

A number of boxes were stacked at the foot of the stairs. I stepped over them and tugged on the pull cord, which broke off in my hand and sent the bulb swinging, casting alternating shadows around the room.

Goddamn it.

Standing on my toes, I reached up and steadied the light but couldnt slip the cord back into place to shut it off. In the end, I padded my fingers on my tongue, then gave the bulb a half turn. The light went out.

We spent the rest of the daylight hours moving boxes from room to room, putting pieces of furniture together, scrubbing the bathrooms and the kitchen, and overall warming up to our new surroundings.

By the time night had fallen, we were all hungry and exhausted. The kids began to fuss, and Beth herded them home, insisting that we join them for dinner.

Their house had a closed-in porch, heated in the winter, where we charged through a meal of roast pork, some string bean and bread crumb concoction, mashed potatoes, and corn bread. For dessert, Beth set out an apple pie and ice cream, eliciting cheers from the children, and Jodie poured the coffee while Adam hunted around his basement for a bottle of port that was bent on remaining elusive. My brother finally returned from the basement empty-handed and defeated, then cut himself a giant slice of pie to make up for his efforts.

Beth talked about my last novel, Water View, and how shed introduced my work to the neighborhood book club. Youll meet most of them next week. Were having some people from the community over for a little Christmas party. Itll be a great opportunity for you two to meet your new neighbors.

Please, Beth, I said. Dont go wearing yourself out on our account.

My book club was going to meet anyway. Ill just invite a few more people over, have them bring some desserts. Itll be fun.

Its a nice town, Adam said. Quiet, friendly.

Did you know the people who used to live in our house? Jodie asked.

The Dentmans, Adam said. We knew them a little, I guess.

We didnt know them at all, Beth corrected. They were weird. Kept to themselves.

Adam shrugged. Desiring privacy doesnt make you weird, hon.

Beth flapped a hand at her husband, then turned to Jodie. Dont listen to him. They were weird.

Well, the house was a steal, I said.

Property isnt very expensive out here, Adam said, his mouth full of pie. Its like a well-kept secret from the rest of the state. Those mooks in Baltimore dont know what theyre missing.

Mooks, Madison parroted, giggling.

And, he went on, its the perfect place to raise a family.

Yes, Adam, Jodie piped up. Please explain that to my husband. He seems to be ignorant of the whole biological clock phenomenon.

I groaned and leaned back in my chair. A week ago we were stuffed in a two-room flat with no central heating. We had to chase homeless people off our front steps every morning. You wanted to introduce kids to that?

Look around. Were not there anymore.

Hey, Beth said, lifting her glass of wine. I want to make a toast. Im so happy you guys moved out here. She glanced at me, too obvious not to notice. Anyway, I think she wanted me to notice. To new beginnings.

New beginnings, Adam repeated.

We drank.


CHAPTER THREE

It was closing on ten thirty when Jodie and I walked down the snow-covered dirt road that led to our new home. The air smelled of winter and of grist from the distant mill on the outskirts of town. Immense and overarching, the dark trees leaned down toward us like living things hungry to pick us off the Earth. Our commingled breath puffed out in clouds.

I gave Jodie a squeeze. You happy?

Of course. Shed been quiet and introspective for the rest of the evening following dessert.

What is it? I said.

I wish youd be more open to discussing things.

This was about the comment Adam had made at the tablethis was about getting pregnant and having babies.

We just moved in the house today. Cant we do one thing at a time?

Were adults. Were capable of doing more than one thing at a time. Were capable of making adult decisions. We paused at the foot of the porch. The house, dark and brooding and contemplative, looked down on us. Dont you want kids?

Eventually.

Well, Jodie said, my eventually will eventually run out.

Can we not have this discussion now? Can we at least enjoy our first night in our new home? I reached for her hands, but she quickly tucked them inside her coat.

Its cold out here, she said. Im going in.

Jodie went immediately upstairs. A minute later, I heard the water pipes clank and start to hum and the sound of water filling the bathtub.

Standing in the darkness of our new living room, an assortment of cardboard boxes crowded around me like tourists gazing at a street performer, I exhaled a deep, pent-up breath. From nowhere, a defeating weight clung to my shoulders, pulling me down, down, down. I was still picturing Jodie from moments ago, standing like a ghost outside in the snow, her face hollowed by futility.

Fuck it, I thought and went outside, a cigarette already between my lips.

The front porch creaked and grew restless under my weight. I sucked down a lungful of smoke and felt my eyes grow wet in the bitter cold. Across the front yard, the naked trees seemed to undulate almost imperceptibly like living things. Beyond the trees, the moon was a luminescent skull behind black wisps of clouds.

I heard the snapping of twigs and the crunch of frost and dead leaves before I saw a figure emerge from the woods several yards down the winding dirt path that emptied out onto Waterview Court. The figure was carrying something as hefor the figure was undeniably malemade his way in my direction.

It was Adam.

Freeze, I called out.

He stopped and peered through the darkness before spotting me mixed in with the late night shadows on the porch. A cloud of vapor trailed up from his silhouette. Jesus. The hell are you doing out here?

Hiding.

Want company? He held up what must have been the bottle of port hed been hunting for earlier.

Depends. Who you got in mind?

Adam took a swig from the bottle and wedged his free hand into the hip pocket of his dungarees. He leaned against the porch railing. It groaned but held him. I hope you guys like the place.

Whats not to like?

I hope I didnt start anything with that talk of raising a family, he said.

Its fine.

Is it a sore subject?

It is what it is.

Adam took another swig of wine. He refused to join me on the porch and did not look at me as he wiped his lips with the back of his hand.

Whats on your mind? I know you didnt just come over here to make sure I got home safe.

He lowered and shook his head. He was smiling but there was nothing humorous about it.

Again, I was temporarily taken aback by Adams resemblance to our father. This ignited a memory of our old mans Chrysler pulling into the driveway of our tiny duplex in Eastport, a Christmas tree strapped to the cars roof. This had been when Kyle was still alive and we still decorated a real tree. The memory was sudden and fierce and nearly brought tears to my eyes.

I guess Im just hoping this was a good idea, Adam said, calling me out of my reverie. You guys moving out here and everything. You and me living across the street from each other, I mean. He tapped his wedding ring against the wine bottle. Do we need to talk about things? You and me?

I dont think so.

Because last time we saw each other, things didnt end well.

I looked out over the yard. Beneath the moonlight the snow radiated like something not of this world. Forget about it. We were both drunk.

It bothered me for a long time.

Its in the past.

You really feel that way? Dont shut me down if you dont really feel that way.

For an instant I searched deep within myself only to discover I didnt know how to feel. Yet fearing that my silence would condemn me, I quickly said, Of course.

Weve already missed out on too much time. And for no good reason.

Now we can make up for it, I told him.

He nodded once perfunctorily. Good. Id like that. I really would.

So its settled. No hard feelings. The past is history. Water under the bridge. Whatever other clich I cant think of at the moment.

Adam chuckled and took another drink from the bottle. I should probably get back. Unless you want to get shitfaced on the rest of this port with me?

No, thanks.

Wanna get shitfaced by yourself, then? Ill leave you the bottle.

I smiled. Maybe tomorrow.

Adam heaved himself off the railing. Fair enough. He raked a set of long fingers down the side of his unshaven neck. The sound was like sandpaper. It occurred to me that some of his courage to speak his mind was in that bottle. You know where I live. Dont be a stranger.

Its good to see you again, I said, watching him plod through the snow toward the trees.

Without looking back at me, he raised a hand in response.

I watched him go for as long as the dark allowed it.


CHAPTER FOUR

Startled, I awoke.

Where am I?

My heart fluttering in my chest, the tightening grip of panic rising up through the trunk of my body, it took several drawn-out seconds for me to remember where I was. We were no longer in the crooked little flat in North London; we were in our new bedroom in our new house in Westlake, Maryland.

Just a dream . . . a bad dream . . .

Beside me, Jodie slept soundly. Her feet and legs, warm to the touch, were pushed against my own legs beneath the sheets. I watched her for a moment, my eyesight acclimating to the lightlessness of our bedroom.

There was someone else in the room with us.

This realization dawned on me not as lucid thought but in the rising of the hairs on the nape of my neck as I sat up. It was a purely instinctual awareness, tethered to some sort of primal foreknowledge, and I had no rational explanation for feeling it. Nonetheless, I was suddenly certain of a strange and unseen presence.

I stared across the room at the open doorway. It was too dark to see anything for sure. If I gazed into space long enough, I could convince myself of anything.

Quietly, I peeled away the covers and climbed out of bed. In the darkness, the house was even more alien to me. I found my way along the upstairs hallway, one hand dragging along the wall, until I came to the winding stairwell. Around me, the house creaked in the wind. I peered over the railing. Ghostly rectangles of moonlight shimmered on the carpet. Somewhere in the belly of the house, a clock loudly counted out the seconds.

My breath caught in my throat as my gaze fell upon a small figure in the farthest corner of the downstairs foyera blacker blur among the darkness. I studied the contours of a head, a cheek, the slope of a neck. Yet the longer I stared at the figure, the less discernible it became, like when you look directly at a distant star as opposed to catching it peripherally. After another dozen or so heartbeats, the shape was one of many among unpacked boxes and displaced furniture.

Downstairs, I pulled my parka on over my undershirt and pajama pants, then climbed into the sneakers Id left by the front door. One hand was already digging around inside the parka to locate my cigarettes and a lighter.

When I stepped out into the night, I was accosted without mercy by the cold, making me suddenly and completely aware of every single molecule that fabricated my body. Even from within my parka, my arms broke out in gooseflesh. Shivering, I could feel my testicles retreat up into my abdomen. I lit the cigarette with shaking hands and sucked hard, savoring it.

I studied Adams footprints in the pearl-colored snow while my mind slipped back to our conversation from earlier. It was something I didnt feel like revisiting now. I meandered around the side of the house and came to stand beside an outcrop of trees, the bitter wind temporarily blocked by the angle of the house. The yard looked expansive, surreal, untouched. Before me, spread out like a stain on the snow, my shadow loomed enormous. The purity of the territory.

I thought I saw a figure move in the darkness a few yards ahead of me: it passed briefly from the sanctuary of the trees and across the lawn, its form silhouetted for a moment against the backdrop of the moonlit lake. I froze, watching for several seconds, anticipating the figures return. But when it refused to reappear, I began doubting my own eyes, just as I had back in the house.

I headed to the backyard. Most of the trees here were firs, doing their best to blot out the moon with their heavy winter cloaks, but farther back and in studded rows stood tall oaks, now leafless and skeletal. From my vantage, I could make out a glitter of moonlight on the frozen surface of the lake.

I continued on through the stand of trees toward the water. The wind was relentless, biting into every available square inch of flesh, and I hugged myself to keep warm. Tears froze against the sides of my face and burned down the swells of my cheeks. Closer to the edge of the lake, as the embankment sloped gradually down toward the water, the snow thinned out. Stepping on it, I broke through a frozen layer of crust, and my sneaker sank several inches. A moment after that, ice water permeated my sneaker and shocked my foot.

Shit.

My sneaker made a squelching, sucking sound as I liberated it from the freezing slush. I leaned against a tree for support while doing my best to wring out the leg of my pajama pants. My toes were already growing numb. Directly ahead of me, the lake opened up like a tabletop, the frozen surface nearly reflective. That odd structure rose straight through the ice, the color of milk in the moonlight. From this new perspective I could see just how large it was. And it was certainly not a rock nor a crest of stone. It was man-made.

The structure was only twenty yards from the shore, and I needed a better look at it. Against my better judgment, I advanced through the thinning snow and stepped onto the frozen lake. Cautious, I treaded lightly, testing the strength of the ice beneath my feet. For a split second I was plagued by images of drowning in black water, trapped beneath the ice and struggling for breath as my lungs cramped up. I imagined thrusting upward through the water, seconds away from unconsciousness, slamming my head against the underside of the frozen lake, desperate to break through and liberate myself from inevitable death.

But the ice felt sturdy beneath my weight. I inched forward, sliding more than walking, too guarded to actually lift my feet from the ice.

As I closed the distance, the monstrosity took shape: perhaps ten feet high, four feet wide, immense, structurally sound, constructed of faded boards of wood. It was layeredbeveledon one side.

It was a staircase.

Confounded, I paused just a few feet from it.

A staircase rising straight out of the lake.

Made of planks of wood, weather soured and spotty with frost-whitened mildew, it looked like the same type of wood used to build the deck of a house. It was not resting on the ice but rising up through it, just as Jodie had observed from the bedroom window earlier that day. The ice around its base had melted, leaving an open moat of sludgy dark water perhaps four or five inches wide surrounding the entire structure.

I took a step forward, and that was when my foot broke through the ice.

My breath seized, and I heard my foot splash into the water. Instantly, my leg, straight up to mid-thigh, went numb. And I went forward and down, unable to prevent the fall. My heart lurched. Instinct thrust my hands out, and I managed to catch the side of the protruding staircase, preventing myself from falling farther through the ice. Holding on to the side of the staircase, I caught my breath before extricating my soaked, anesthetized leg from the lake and hoisted myself up and on my feet.

The cold night air immediately froze the water on my leg, the flimsy material of my pajama pants clinging to me like a second skin. A freezing burn traced up my thigh toward my groin, and once again my testicles performed their disappearing act. My whole body trembled.

Stupidly, I lost my balance and fell in an arc down onto my left side. I hit hard, rattling the teeth in my head. I heard something crack; I couldnt tell if it was the ice beneath my weight or the bones within my flesh. The nub of my cigarette went flying, and I watched the ember cartwheel through the air in slow motion. I felt ice water seep against my ribs, my arm. Like a dream, the ground shifted beneath me: the ice had cracked and was breaking apart.

I uttered a train wreck of curses and quickly rolled onto my back, retreating from the widening fault in the ice. Even as I rolled, I heard the ice splitting; the sound was like the crackling of a fire.

I continued to roll away from the breaking ice until some internal sense told me I could stop. So I stopped. My eyes were closed, though I couldnt remember closing them. My breath whistled through the narrow stovepipe of my throat.

Then, for whatever reason, I burst out laughing.

Im a goddamn moron.

Rolling onto my side, I crawled, still trembling with a case of the giggles, toward the embankment. Once I was close enough, I grabbed a tree branch that extended over the lake. Finally secure in my footing, I hauled myself up and crossed from the frozen lake onto solid ground. Despite being the only living soul in the vicinity, I felt like an imbecile.

A tree limb snapped behind a veil of trees in front of me.

I froze. Again, I thought I saw something move beyond the intertwining branches, but I couldnt be sure. Hello? I called. My voice shook. Someone there? I could use some help if there is.

No one answered. No one moved.

I kept my gaze trained on the spot between the trees, but I could see nothing. A deer, perhaps? Some forest critter creeping through the underbrush? Whatever it was, I was freezing my ass off out here trying to figure it out.

Shivering, my entire body slowly being consumed by the numbness originating from my deadened left leg, I took a deep breath and made my way up the snowy embankment toward the house.


CHAPTER FIVE

It has been said that nature does not know extinctionthat once youve existed, all parts of you, whether theyve dispersed or remained together, will always be. Thick dust may hide the relics of human history, but it cannot erase the memory.

Picture a large, square conference room, with teal carpeting and alabaster acoustical tiles in the ceiling. Look around. You will notice that the mahogany benches are dull beneath the heated spotlights and crowded with suburban onlookers. At one end of the room are two large double doors with tapered brass levers, newly shined.

A cluster of people, solemn and reposed in what they so ignorantly consider their most formal attire, stands against the back wall, shuffling uncomfortably from right foot to left foot. The men with their hair awkwardly parted and grease matted to their scalps, the women with half-moon impressions on their palms where their nails have been digging in. Their hairstyles are outdated, and their inability to recognize this fact only reaffirms their small-town-ness. These are my mothers people from small towns across America, unified in the big city, my fathers city, at last for this occasion.

At the other end of the room subsists a large podium-like assembly, modular and archipelagic in construct, cordovan-stained, teak, and recently shellacked. There are many people seated on the benches and standing at the back of the room, wedged together as if for warmth, but for the sake of this retelling, there exist only four individuals that we should concern ourselves with: the middle-aged father with the vacuous stare and wrinkles in his suit like the creases in a worry; the mother who cannot seem to focus on anything, anything at all, despite her constant stare. Then there are this duos two remaining adolescent sons, particularly the thirteen-year-old mope with the sticking-out-too-far ears and the restless hands.

The boy, this thirteen-year-old, stares at his fathers eyes. The boys mouth goes dry, and he is only vaguely aware that he has unraveled the thread binding the little black plastic button on his blazer and that he is now squeezing the button hard between his right thumb and forefinger. Just before he brings this button to his mouth, his hand spasms and the button drops to the carpeted floor.

It occurs to him that he is the only one at the entire funeral service who knows he has dropped this button. Something in that knowledge comforts the boy, as if he has found some safe and hidden haven far away from everyone elseeven his father, his mother, his older brother, the cold body of his younger brother, the baby of the family, in the casket at the front of the room. And when he looks over the sea of stoic, hardened, country faces, he feels only slightly less afraid.

Sometimes we go in; sometimes we go out.

In the months following Kyles death, I grew sullen and withdrawn. At first there wasnt anything special about my grief to separate me from Adam or my parents, and even if there had been, no one else in my family was in any frame of mind to notice. It wasnt that my mother and father became more and more despondent or unavailable since Kyles death; it was simply that the both of them, always well-meaning and kind, could not regain the sense of energy and dedication that had defined them as parents prior to this horrible tragedy. There was something lost to them, and they knew not how to get it back.

The little duplex in Eastport closed in on itself like something dark and hibernating or like a corpse withdrawing into a grave. A troubled canyon had formed between the remaining members of the Glasgow family, the distance too great to fill by the time we became aware of its presence.

My mother, whod been a generous and soulful woman with no further understanding of a life beyond matrimonial domestication than the generations before her, took up religion. Shed drag me to St. Nonnatus every Sunday where wed sit in a pew that smelled of Pine-Sol and listen to the priest expatiate from the pulpit on the glory of God. This churchgoing lasted just over a year. If it did my mother any good, I couldnt say. I know it didnt do me any good, although Im not quite sure if it was ever meant to. I took this to be some sort of penance for my role in Kyles death, but I never said anything about it to my mother.

My father, whod always been an intimidating physical presence, seemed to grow smaller day by day, some vital bone or organ now broken within him. He reminded me more and more of those rusted old cars on concrete blocks, colorless weeds growing all around him. He became an alcoholic after Kyles death and maintained that ungodly and self-deprecating profession until prostate cancer punched his card many years later.

In those final years my memories of the man who had once been athletic, even-tempered, stern but compassionate, an overall good father and husband was even worse than the image of the old car on blocks. He was an indistinct and shapeless imitation of a man slouched in a recliner before the television set, a bottle of Dewars on the end table beside his chair, the medicated look of an asylum inmate on his face.

Adam became no more than a stranger to meanother neighborhood kid whom I did not know except to glance at with a sense of vague recognition on the school playground. A stranger whose bedroom was across the hall from mine.

For a short time, my dark, angry secrets were the baby birds I squeezed to death in the nest behind the shed and the ants I stuck to bits of Scotch tape, watching them squirm until they eventually stopped.

There was a small brown frog, too, which hopped out of a mud puddle in the street after a brutally unforgiving rainstorm brought down a number of trees, as well as a telephone line in our neighborhood. I caught the frog and carried him in cupped hands behind the shed in our backyard. I sat on a cord of firewood while the little thing trampolined inside my hands for what must have been hours.

By the time I opened my hands and released the frog, which bounded away through the underbrush, tears streaked my face. My reign of terror over the tiny creatures of my neighborhood was over . . . but left behind in its wake was the hollow ringing of culpability.

Ultimately I became a jumpy, twitchy mess who not only made myself nervous but troubled those around me. Everyone expected me to eventually fall on some jail time, which at different points in my life I probably deserved, but it never came to that. I was in what one therapist termed the indefinite present, some sort of constant flux. Ever changing, ever evolving. I thought of silkworms metamorphosing into moths and those fat, greasy pods that burped up phosphorescent green ooze in the movie Gremlins.

I feared Kyles vengeful return from the grave. On the eve of his first birthday following his death, I convinced myself he would come for me. Sleep was not to be found that night; I was too wired, sitting up in bed listening for the sounds of bare feet in the hallway and water dripping from his clothes. He would walk into my bedroom, his head smashed and broken, his skin a blasphemous blue green like the mold that grows on bread, and stare at me not with eyes but with black, soulless divots that leaked muddy water down his rotting face.

Hed point one accusatory finger at me as he stood in my doorway in a spreading puddle of dark water. You did this to me, hed say. You did this to me, Travis. You were my older brother, and it was your job to protect me, but you killed me instead. And now Im here to take you back with me, take you back beneath the water where youll sink into the ground and break apart like broken glass.

I thought, You did this to me. Because when you kill your brother, part of you dies with him.

I began to lock my bedroom door at night. No one cared and no one said anything. On the occasion when my old man would lumber out of bed and stagger drunkenly to the bathroom, my heart would catch in my throat, and a fine film of perspiration would break out across my flesh. I was certain it was Kyle coming for me. Then I would hear the toilet flush, and Id know I was safe for the time being. But soon . . . soon . . .

My dreams came in a whooshing funnel of kaleidoscopic imageryof ice-cold water as dark as infinite space; of being suspended indefinitely in the air, unable to fall yet afraid of falling; the dull whack of bone on some solid, invisible surface.

One recurring nightmare had me chased through a maze of slatted wood boards, my freedom glimpsed occasionally through the slats and knotholes in the wood but unreachable just the same. Finally, overcome by fatigue, I would collapse to the ground only to learn that the ground was not solid beneath my feet but instead a miasma of cloud-like steam and quicksand. I struggled but knew it was futile: I was slowly pulled down to my suffocating death, though not by the quicksand but by what felt like tiny hands around my ankles.

That deadness in the house was growing, toosuffocating, nerve-wracking, black as the basement of hell, and about as subtle as an avalanche.

When I hit eighteen, knowing my parents had no legal authority to come after me, I split. What followed was a jigsaw assemblage of snapshot indiscretions better left in the dark. The acquaintances I made during this period of my life looked like something out of central casting for degeneratesleather jackets, vintage seventies shirts with wide collars, tattoos, partially shaved heads beaded with piercings, an overall distrust of anyone even slightly removed from their cliqueand I got into a lot of bullshit no one should be proud of. Street fights resulted in black eyes, boxed ears, and a semiserious laceration along my left bicep from a hypersensitive strangers reflexive swipe of a butterfly knife.

I spent nights sleeping on benches in metro stations, certain that every midnight footfall was my dead brother coming to claim me. You did this to me. But in the end none of that mattered because I was in the infinite present, a silkworm undergoing permanent transformation, a stream snaking down a mountain in search of a river. Find a river. Find an ocean.

As it turned out, the ocean happened to be my childhood home, for I returned there visibly defeated after only a few months living in the streets on my own. My mother cried and hugged me, then hurried off to the kitchen to prepare me a warm meal. My father, his presence forever an imposing one even in the face of the weakness that had claimed him since Kyles death, examined me in thunderous silence, his expression one of complete and utter resignation. Adam, whod been away at college when I took off, was there when I returned.

It was over Christmas break, and my mother had strung up a few decorations in the front hall. Adam and I were both old enough and proud enough to maintain mutual distaste for each other. I kept telling myself he would say something to mehow disappointed he was in me for running away like a coward, how much he hated me for worrying our mother sick, anythingbut he said nothing the entire break. He left with my father in the family Chrysler very early one morning to return to college.

Through the front windows I watched him go, my face burning and red, my eyes welling with tears. Adam played football, got good grades, and wanted to be a police officer. I had murdered our younger brother, then saddled what remained of our crumbling family with my emotional baggage. What could we possibly say to each other?

Sometimes we go in, the therapist once told me. Sometimes we go out. Youre in a state of constant flux, Travis. You need to cast an anchor and hold on to something before you can change direction. What is it youre always writing in those notebooks?

Sometimes we go in; sometimes we go out.

Because homelessness was not something I desired, I completed two years at the community college where I wended through my classes with the enthusiasm of a zombie. Surprisingly, I got good grades. This earned me nonspecific commendation from my father, a zombie in his own right, and he paid my way through my two remaining years at Towson. My heart wasnt in it, yet my grades were always good, and I graduated with honors.

(My only memories of Towson are the nights of excessive drinking with my roommate, a flagrant homosexual with spiky blue hair and horrendous breath; vomiting in the bathroom for hours on end until I thought my esophagus was probably swirling around in the sewer pipes somewhere; and attending classes in bedroom slippers and the same stinking sweatshirt for much of the weeka stunt that earned me tortured-artist status among the liberals, making it possible for me to bed a few fairly attractive if not meticulously groomed girls from the liberal arts college. One of whom, I believe, eventually became a lesbian.)

Somewhere down the line Id settled into a state of semicomplacence. It turned out those notebooks were filled with dozens of stories Id written, and once Id left college and moved out of the Eastport duplex for good, I rewrote a number of them and began to get them published.

What was it Fitzgerald had once written in a letter? Something about all good writing is swimming underwater and holding your breath? Well, this was true. Id written The Ocean Serene, the novel about Kyle, and it was published as well. That was when I was living in Georgetown and dating Jodie and, for the first time in a long time, felt a glimmer of hope for my future. My writing was not only therapeutic; it was absolution. I was finally putting old ghosts to rest. (Sleep, old spirit, though I know you still hunger!)

My relationship with Adam became tolerable, even civil, and we spoke regularly on the telephone. Kyle was an unspoken presence standing in the room with us each time we were together, which was not very often. When Adam married Beth, I was his best man. I visited when both his children were born. Together we laid our father to rest after a brief battle with prostate cancer, and Adam was my best man at my own wedding the following year. Yet all the while that damnable therapists voice resonated in my headYou need to cast an anchor and hold on to something before you can change directionand because Id never cast that proverbial anchor, I eventually struck an iceberg on the night of my mothers funeral.

Due to the amount of alcohol Id consumed that evening, coupled with my own personal desire to wipe as much of the memory of the event out of my head, I am only able to recall bits and pieces of what transpired between Adam and me. What I do remember, I only wish I could forget.

It happened at Adams house. Wed both been drinking, though I was the only one drunk. I opened my mouth and made a foolish comment about three-fifths of our family being dead and buried, then turned on Adam without provocation and accused him of blaming me for Kyles death. Speechless, Adam could only shake his head. I motored on, bawling while shouting at him. Id killed our brother after all. I just wanted to hear Adam say he blamed me, needed to hear it. Instead, he reached out to embrace me. Yet my addled mind transposed his attempt to hug me as a threat, and I swung a clumsy fist at him, striking him in the eye.

Jodie and Beth shouted simultaneously. Somewhere in another dimension, a dish fell to the floor and shattered. I swung again, much steadier this time, and even through my drunken stupor felt the solidity of my older brothers jaw against my knuckles. Then I felt his fist against my face, the force of it knocking me to the floor, his hulking shapeour fathers?looming before me, blurred by my tears.

Jodie peeled me off the floor while Beth called me a piece of shit and told me to get the hell out of her house. I threw a drinking glass across the room and heard the children in their bedrooms start crying.

Jodie ushered me out into the cold night, a firm hand against the small of my back. I staggered as if in a fever. She said things into my ear as we headed to the car, although I can recall none of them and I probably wasnt even listening to her. Similarly, I remember nothing of the drive back to our apartment.

I spent the next two weeks at the bottom of the world. Overcome by obsession, I thought about Kyle and trembled under the weight of my own guilt. With the dedication of someone newly possessed, I scribbled furious entries in my notebooks and smoked cigarettes like a longshoreman. I quit changing my clothes, which was no longer considered artistic as it had been in college.

My guilt was a pool in which I was drowning . . . though to suggest I was drowning elicits visuals of flailing arms and shouts of help. That was not me. I drowned in my grief with grotesque acceptance, like the captain of a ship who sinks with obligation to the ocean floor, tethered through sacrifice and commitment to the ship that drags him down. Something suggestive of fever claimed meI let it claim meand I spent several days in bed, muddy-eyed and swaying back and forth, at least spiritually, like a cattail in the wind. I feared Jodie would leave me. She didnt, but my depression seemed to weaken her, too. Two weeks later, by the time I returned to some semblance of normalcy, there was an unspoken fatigue that had run its course through both of us like some strain of illness undiagnosed.

I would not speak with Adam again until much, much later, well after Jodie and I had moved across the Atlantic to North London.

Sometimes we go in; sometimes we go out.
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