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[image: image] THE SUN IS shining, mynah birds are chattering, palm trees are swaying, so what. I’m in the hospital and I’m healthy. My heart is beating as it should. My brain is firing off messages that are loud and clear. My wife is on the upright hospital bed, positioned the way people sleep on airplanes, her body stiff, head cocked to the side. Her hands are on her lap.

“Can’t we lay her flat?” I ask.

“Wait,” my daughter Scottie says. She takes a picture of her mother, a Polaroid. She fans herself with the photo, and I press the button on the side of the bed to lower my wife’s upper body. I release the button when she is almost flat on her back.

Joanie has been in a coma for twenty-three days, and in the next few days I’ll have to make some decisions based on our doctor’s final verdict. Actually, I’ll just have to find out what the doctor has to say about Joanie’s condition. I don’t have any decisions to make, since Joanie has a living will. She, as always, makes her own decisions.

Today is Monday. Dr. Johnston said we’ll talk on Tuesday, and this appointment is making me nervous, as though it’s a romantic date. I don’t know how to act, what to say, what to wear. I rehearse answers and reactions, but I’ve nailed only the lines that respond to favorable scenarios. I haven’t rehearsed Plan B.

“There,” Scottie says. Her real name is Scottie. Joanie thought it would be cool to name her after Joanie’s father, Scott. I have to disagree.

I look at the photo, which looks like those joke snapshots everyone takes of someone sleeping. I don’t know why we think they’re so funny. There’s a lot that can be done to you while you’re sleeping. This seems to be the message. Look how vulnerable you are, the things you aren’t aware of. Yet in this picture you know she isn’t just sleeping. Joanie has an IV and something called an endotracheal tube running out of her mouth to a ventilator that helps her breathe. She is fed through a tube and is administered enough medication to sustain a Fijian village. Scottie is documenting our life for her social studies class. Here’s Joanie at Queen’s Hospital, her fourth week in a coma, a coma that has scored a 10 on the Glasgow scale and a III on the Rancho Los Amigos scale. She was in a race and was launched from an offshore powerboat going eighty miles an hour, but I think she will be okay.

“She reacts nonpurposefully to stimuli in a nonspecific manner, but occasionally, her responses are specific though inconsistent.” This is what I’ve been told by her neurologist, a young woman with a slight tremor in her left eye and a fast way of talking that makes it hard to ask questions. “Her reflexes are limited and often the same, regardless of stimuli presented,” she says. None of this sounds good to me, but I’m assured Joanie’s still holding on. I feel she’ll be okay and one day able to function normally. I’m generally right about things.

“What was she racing for?” the neurologist asked.

The question confused me. “To win, I guess. To get to the end first.”

         

“SHUT THIS OFF,” I tell Scottie. She finishes pasting the picture into her book then turns off the television with the remote.

“No, I mean this.” I point to the stuff in the window—the sun and trees, the birds on the grass hopping from crumb to crumb thrown by tourists and crazy ladies. “Turn this off. It’s horrible.” The tropics make it difficult to mope. I bet in big cities you can walk down the street scowling and no one will ask you what’s wrong or encourage you to smile, but everyone here has the attitude that we’re lucky to live in Hawaii; paradise reigns supreme. I think paradise can go fuck itself.

“Disgusting,” Scottie says. She slides the stiff curtain across the window, shutting all of it out.

I hope she can’t tell that I’m appraising her and that I’m completely worried by what I see. She’s excitable and strange. She’s ten. What do people do during the day when they’re ten? She runs her fingers along the window and mumbles, “This could give me bird flu,” and then she forms a circle around her mouth with her hand and makes trumpet noises. She’s nuts. Who knows what’s going on in that head of hers, and speaking of her head, she most definitely could use a haircut or a brushing. There are small tumbleweeds of hair resting on the top of her head. Where does she get haircuts? I wonder. Has she ever had one before? She scratches her scalp, then looks at her nails. She wears a shirt that says I’M NOT THAT KIND OF GIRL. BUT I CAN BE! I’m grateful that she isn’t too pretty, but I realize this could change.

I look at my watch. Joanie gave it to me.

“The hands glow and the face is mother-of-pearl,” she said.

“How much did it cost?” I asked.

“How did I know that would be the very first thing you said about it?”

I could see she was hurt, that she put a lot of work into selecting the gift. She loves giving gifts, paying attention to people so she can give them a gift that says she took the time to know and listen to them. At least it seems like that’s what she does. I shouldn’t have asked about the price. She just wanted to show that she knew me.

“What time is it?” Scottie asks.

“Ten-thirty.”

“It’s still early.”

“I know,” I say. I don’t know what to do. We’re here not only because we’re visiting and hoping Joanie has made some progress during the night, reacting to light and sound and painful jabs, but also because we have nowhere else to go. Scottie’s in school all day and then Esther picks her up, but this week I felt she should spend more time here and with me, so I took her out of school.

“What do you want to do now?” I ask.

She opens her scrapbook, a project that seems to occupy all of her time. “I don’t know. Eat.”

“What would you usually do now?”

“Be in school.”

“What if it were Saturday? What would you do then?”

“Beach.”

I try to think of the last time she was completely in my care and what we did together. I think it was when she was around one, one and a half. Joanie had to fly to Maui for a shoot and couldn’t find a babysitter, and her parents couldn’t do it, for some reason. I was in the middle of a trial and stayed home but absolutely had to get some work done, so I put Scottie in the bathtub with a bar of soap. I watched to see what happened. She splashed and tried to drink the bathwater, and then she found the soap and reached to grab it. It eluded her grasp and she tried again, a look of wonder on her small face, and I slipped out into the hall, where I had set up a workstation and a baby monitor. I could hear her laughing, so I knew she wasn’t drowning. I wonder if this would still work: putting her in a tub with a slippery bar of Irish Spring.

“We can go to the beach,” I say. “Would Mom take you to the club?”

“Well, duh. Where else would we go?”

“Then it’s a plan. After you talk and we see a nurse, we’ll check in at home, then go.”

Scottie takes a picture out of her album, crushes it in her hand, and throws it away. I wonder what the picture was, if it was the one of her mother on the bed, probably not the best family relic. “I wish,” Scottie says. “What do I wish?”

It’s one of our games. Every now and then she names a place she wishes we were besides this place, this time in our lives.

“I wish we were at the dentist,” she decides.

“Me, too. I wish we were getting our mouths x-rayed.”

“And Mom was getting her teeth whitened,” she says.

I really do wish we were at Dr. Branch’s office, the three of us getting high on laughing gas and feeling our numb lips. A root canal would be a blast compared to this. Or any medical procedure, really. Actually, I wish I could be home working. I have to make a decision on who should own the land that has been in my family since the 1840s. This sale will eliminate all of my family’s land holdings, and I desperately need to study up on the facts before the meeting I have with my cousins six days from now. That’s our deadline. Two o’clock at Cousin Six’s house six days from today. We’ll approve a buyer. It’s irresponsible of me to have put off thinking about this deal for so long, but I guess this is what our family has done for a while now. We’ve turned our backs to our legacy, waiting for someone else to come along and assume both our fortune and our debts.

I’m afraid Esther may have to take Scottie to the beach, and I’m about to tell her, but then I don’t because I feel ashamed. My wife is in the hospital, my daughter needs her parents, and I need to work. Once again I’m putting her in the tub.

I see Scottie staring at her mother. She has her back against the wall, and she’s fumbling with the hem of her shirt.

“Scottie,” I say. “If you’re not going to say anything, then we may as well leave.”

“Okay,” she says. “Let’s go.”

“Don’t you want to tell your mother what’s going on in school?”

“She never cares about what’s going on in school.”

“What about your extracurricular activities? Your schedule’s fuller than the president’s. Your scrapbook, show her that. Or what did you make in glassblowing the other day?”

“A bong,” she says.

I look at her closely before responding. She doesn’t appear to have said anything remarkable. I never know if she knows what she’s talking about. “Interesting,” I say. “What is a bong?”

She shrugs. “Some high school guy taught me how to make it. He said it would go well with chips and salsa and any other food I could think of. It’s some kind of platter.”

“Do you still have this…bong?”

“Sort of,” she says. “But Mr. Larson told me to make it into a vase. I could put flowers in it and give it to her.” She points at her mother.

“That’s a great idea!”

She eyes me skeptically. “You don’t have to get all Girl Scout about it.”

“Sorry,” I say.

I lean back in my chair and look at all the holes in the ceiling. I don’t know why I’m not worried, but I’m just not. I know Joanie will be okay because she always makes it out okay. She will wake up and Scottie will have a mother and we can talk about our marriage and I can put my suspicions aside. I’ll sell the property and buy Joanie a boat, something that will shock her and make her throw her head back and laugh.

“Last time you were the one in the bed,” Scottie says.

“Yup.”

“Last time you lied to me.”

“I know, Scottie. Forgive me.”

She’s referring to my stint in the hospital. I had a minor motorcycling accident. I crashed at the track, soaring over the handlebars into a pile of red dirt. At home, after the wreck, I told Joanie and Scottie what had happened but insisted I was okay and that I wasn’t going to the hospital. Scottie issued me these little tests to demonstrate my unreliability. Joanie participated. They played bad cop, worse cop.

“How many fingers?” Scottie asked, holding up what I thought was a pinky and a thumb.

“Balls,” I said. I didn’t want to be tested this way.

“Answer her,” Joanie said.

“Two?”

“Okay,” Scottie said warily. “Close your eyes and touch your nose and stand on one foot.”

“Balls, Scottie. I can’t do that regardless, and you’re treating me like a drunk driver.”

“Do what she says,” Joanie yelled. She’s always yelling at me, but it’s really just the way we speak to each other. Her yelling makes me feel inept and loved. “Touch your nose and stand on one foot.”

I stood still in protest. I knew something was wrong with me, but I didn’t want to go to the hospital. I wanted to let what was wrong with my body run its course. I was curious. I was having trouble holding up my head. “I’m fine.”

“You’re cheap,” Joanie said.

She was right, of course. “You’re right,” I said. I could just picture it: “You’re injured,” a doctor would tell me, and then he’d charge me a thousand dollars, at least, and do unnecessary things and give me unreliable, overly cautious advice to avoid a lawsuit and then I’d have to deal with the insurance companies, who’d purposely lose documents to avoid paying, and the hospital would send me to collections and I’d be dealing with all of this over the phone with people who didn’t even have a GED. Even now I’m skeptical. The fast-talking neurologist and our neurosurgeon say they just need to maintain oxygen levels and control the swelling in her brain. It sounds pretty easy; keeping someone suffused with oxygen should hardly require a surgeon. I relayed my thoughts on doctors to Joanie as I rubbed the right side of my head.

“Look at yourself,” Joanie said. I was looking at a painting on our wall of a dead fish, trying to remember where we got it. I tried to read the artist’s name: Brady Churkill? Churchill?

“You can’t even see straight,” she said.

“How am I supposed to look at myself, then?”

“Shut up, Matt. Get ready and get in the car.”

I got ready and got in the car.

Turns out I had damaged my fourth nerve, a nerve that connects your eyes to your brain, which explained why things had been out of focus.

“You could have died,” Scottie says now.

“No way,” I say. “A fourth nerve? Who needs it?”

“You lied. You said you were okay. You said you could see my fingers.”

“I didn’t lie. I guessed correctly. Plus, for a while there I got to have twins. Two Scotties.”

She squints, assessing my subterfuge.

I remember when I was in the hospital, Joanie put vodka into my Jell-O. She wore my eye patch and got into the hospital bed and took a nap with me. It was nice. It was the last truly nice thing I have done with her.

I have a nagging suspicion that she is, or was, in love with another man. When she was first admitted to Queen’s, I went through her wallet looking for her insurance card and found a note written on a small and stiff piece of blue paper that seemed designed for clandestine messages. The note said: Thinking of you. See you at Indigo.

The note could be years old. She always finds faded receipts from ancient vacations, business cards for businesses that no longer exist, movie stubs for Waterworld or Glory. The note could also be from one of her gay model friends. They’re always saying lovey shit like that, and the color of the small card was a feminine Tiffany blue. At the time I dismissed my suspicion, and I’m trying to forget about that note, even though lately, I find myself thinking of her deviousness and flirtatiousness—the way she can drink and drink, and what drinking leads to, the many nights spent out with the girls—and when I think of things this way, an affair seems possible, if not inevitable. I forget that Joanie is seven years younger than I am. I forget that she needs constant praise and entertainment. She needs to be wanted, and I am often too busy to praise, entertain, or want. Still, I can’t imagine her actually having an affair. We’ve known each other for more than twenty years. We get each other and don’t expect too much. I like what we have, and I know she does, too. My suspicions aren’t convenient right now.

Scottie is still narrowing her eyes at me. “You could have flat-lined,” she says.

I’m wondering what my accident has to do with anything. Of late, Scottie’s been pointing out my flaws, my tricks and lies. She’s interviewing me. I’m the backup candidate. I’m the dad. She and Esther are trying to prepare me for the role, I guess, but I want to tell them that it’s okay. I’m the understudy, and the star will be back soon.

“What else do you wish?” I ask.

She is sitting on the ground with her chin resting on the seat of a chair. “Lunch,” she says. “I’m starved. And a soda. I need soda.”

“I wish you would talk to her,” I say. “I want you to do that before we leave. I can get you a soda. I’ll give you some privacy. You can talk in private.” I stand up, putting my arms over my head and stretching. I feel bad as I look down at Joanie. I have so much mobility.

“You want a diet something?”

“Do you think I’m fat?” Scottie asks.

“No, I don’t think you’re fat, but Esther loads you with sugar, and I’m going to put you through a little detox, if that’s okay. Things are changing around here.”

“What’s detox?” She lifts her stringy arms over her head and stretches. I’ve noticed her copying things I do and say.

“It’s what your sister should have done,” I mumble. “Be back in a flash. Don’t go anywhere. Talk.”
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[image: image] I WALK INTO the hall, which is quiet. At the central reception area, there are nurses and receptionists and visitors waiting for the nurses and receptionists to look up and acknowledge them. Every time I pass the other patients’ rooms, I tell myself not to look in, but I can’t help myself; I look in the room next to Joanie’s. It’s the popular patient’s room, and it’s usually filled with family, friends, balloons, leis, and flowers, as though he’s accomplished something by ailing. Today he’s alone. He emerges from the bathroom barefoot and holding his hospital gown together. You can tell that on the outside of the hospital, he’s a tough sort of guy, but the gown makes him look delicate. He looks at a card on the table, then puts it back down and shuffles to bed. I hate get-well cards. It’s like telling someone to have a safe flight. There’s really not a whole lot you can do.

I continue toward the central area and see Joy and another nurse walking toward me. Joy personifies her name beautifully.

“Mr. King,” she says. “How are you today?”

“Wonderful, Joy, and you?”

“Good, good.”

“Good,” I say.

“I saw you in the paper today,” she says. “Have you made your decision? Everyone’s waiting.”

The other nurse nudges her and says, “Joy!”

“What? Me and Mr. King, we’re like this.” She puts her middle finger over her pointer finger.

I continue walking toward the store. “Mind your own business, young lady.” I try my best to sound carefree. It’s embarrassing how much strangers think they know about me, and how many people, my cousins especially, are waiting to see what I’ll do. If they only knew how little thought I’ve given the matter. After the Supreme Court upheld the trust’s distribution structure, making me the largest shareholder, I just wanted to hide. It’s too much responsibility for one man, and maybe I feel a bit guilty, having so much control. Why me? Why does so much depend on me? And what did the people before me do in order for me to have so much? Maybe I subscribe to the idea that behind every great fortune is a great crime. Isn’t that how the saying goes?

“Bye, Mr. King,” Joy says. “I’ll let you know if there’s anything in the paper tomorrow.”

“Great, Joy. Thank you.”

I can tell that other patients are wary of this banter I have with Joy. Why do I get acknowledged? My name probably augments their jealousy—the way it sounds: Mr. King, as if I’ve requested they call me this at Queen’s Hospital as some kind of joke. Patients don’t like that I’m somebody, but don’t they realize that you don’t want to be somebody in a hospital? You want to be nobody, in and out and forgotten.

         

THE SMALL STORE is filled with things that show we care: candy, flowers, stuffed animals. These are the things that make us feel loved. I go to the fridge in the back to get the diet sodas. I feel proud of my no-sugar-soda rule. I’ve never had a rule so specific with my children besides “No, you can’t have that.”

Before I check out, I flip through the cards. Maybe there’s one that Scottie can give to her mom that will do the talking for her. Get well. Wake up. I love you. Don’t leave me with Dad anymore.

There are postcards, too, and I look at scenes of Hawaii: lava shooting out of rocks on the Big Island, surfers shooting out of a wave at Pipeline, water shooting out of a whale surfacing near the coast of Maui, fire shooting out of the mouth of a dancer at the Polynesian Culture Center.

I turn the wire rack and there she is: Alexandra. It’s a picture I’ve seen before. I look around as if I’m doing something I shouldn’t. A man walks behind me, and I move so that I’m blocking the picture of my daughter. When Alexandra was fifteen, she did shots for Isle Cards, whose captions said things like Life’s a damn hot beach. One-pieces became string bikinis. String bikinis became even smaller, dental-floss bikinis. She and her mother told me about these shots only after they’d been published, and then I put an end to her little modeling career, but every so often I’ll see one of these cards in Longs. Mainly they’re in Waikiki shops where no one I know goes, so I forget the fact that my daughter’s body is still out there being sold and stamped and sent off to people in places like Oklahoma or Iowa—Wish you were here on one side, Alex on the other, blowing kisses or soaking up the sun in unlikely positions.

I look around for the shopkeeper, but I’m the only one here. I look for more cards with her on them, but there are just five copies of this one shot. She’s in a white bikini, straddling a surfboard and getting splashed by some unseen person, using her hands to block the water. Her mouth is wide open, laughing. Her head is tilted back. Her torso is lithe and glimmering with beads of water. It’s actually my favorite, if I had to pick one, because at least she’s laughing and smiling and doing something someone her age would be doing. In the others she looks old, sexy, and exasperated. She looks like she knows all there is to know about men, and it makes her seem pissed off but lustful at the same time. It’s a look that you don’t want to see on your daughter’s face.

When I asked Joanie why she let her do them, she said, “Because it’s what I do. I want her to respect what I do.”

“You model for catalogs and newspaper ads. What’s not to respect?” I found immediately that this wasn’t the best thing to have said.

         

A CHINESE WOMAN enters the shop and stands behind the register. “You ready?” she asks.

She is wearing a muumuu over navy blue polyester pants. She looks like she has escaped from an asylum.

“Why do you sell these?” I ask. “At a gift shop. For people to get well. These aren’t get-well cards.”

She takes the postcards from my hand, flips through them. “They all the same card. You like buy all the same card?”

“No,” I say. “I’m asking why you sell these at a gift store in a hospital.”

I can tell that nothing will come out of this conversation. It will be a confused and combative verbal, pidgin verbal, match.

“What, you no like girls or something?”

“No,” I say. “I like women. Not underage girls. Here.” I pick up a card that says, Get well, Grandpa. “This is the kind of card that’s appropriate.” I hold up my daughter. “This is not appropriate. It’s not even a card. It’s a postcard.”

“This my store. And people in hospital are haoles, too. They get hurt here, then they get better and want souvenir for mainland.”

“They want a souvenir of their trip to the hospital? Look. Never mind. Here.”

She takes the postcards and starts to walk back to the wire rack.

“No,” I say. “I’m buying them. I want all of them. And these two sodas.”

She pauses. She looks confused, as if she has imagined our entire exchange, but doesn’t say a word and won’t look at me as she rings me up. I give her money. She gives me change.

“I need a bag, please,” I say. She hands me a plastic bag, and I use it to cover my daughter. “Thank you.”

She moves her head but doesn’t look at me. She busies herself at the register. I always seem to get into fights with old Chinese women.

I walk back to 612, to my other crazy daughter. It feels strange carrying copies of Alex in my hand, and strange to think that she has been here all this time and only now have I rescued her.

Joanie and Alex have issues with each other. That’s how Joanie phrases it whenever I ask. “She’ll grow out of it,” Joanie says, but I always thought it was something Joanie needed to grow out of, too. They used to do everything together, and I imagine that Joanie was a fun mother to have because she was young and cool and fashionable, but around the time Alex stopped modeling, their closeness came to a halt. Alex retreated. Joanie became more involved in racing. Alex started to sneak out. Then she started to do drugs. It was Joanie’s idea to send her to boarding school this past school year, but then last January, Alex was going to come home and go back to her old school. Something happened over Christmas, a fight of some sort with her mother, and all of a sudden she liked boarding school and returned of her own accord. I’ve asked them both what this fight was about, why Alex went back, but they never have a clear answer, and Joanie has always made the decisions about school and everything, really, concerning our daughters, so I let it go. “She needs to get it together,” Joanie said. “She’s going back.”

“This is it,” Alex said. “Mom is out of her mind. I don’t want to have anything to do with her, and neither should you.”

So much theatrics and tension between the two of them, and it’s sad because I miss Alex and the relationship we once had. Sometimes I think that if Joanie were to die, Alex and I would make it. We’d flourish. We’d trust and love each other as we had so easily before. She could come home and she wouldn’t be screwed up. But of course I don’t really believe that if my wife died, our lives would be better—what an awful thing to think—and of course I don’t think Joanie is the root of all of Alex’s problems. I’m sure I have something to do with them as well. I haven’t been the most available parent. I’ve been in a state of prolonged unconsciousness, but I’m trying to change. And I think I’m doing a good job.

[image: image]

I STAND IN the doorway of my wife’s room and see Scottie playing hopscotch on the linoleum, marking her place with wooden tongue depressors.

“I’m hungry,” she says. “Can we go? Did you get my soda?”

“Did you talk?”

“Yes?” she says, and I know she’s lying because whenever she lies, she answers in the form of a question.

“Fine,” I say. “Let’s just go home.”

Scottie walks toward the door, not even glancing at her mother. She grabs her soda from my hands. “Maybe we’ll come back later,” I needlessly assure her. I look at my wife, and there’s a slight smile on her face, as though she knows something I don’t. I think about the blue note. It’s hard not to think about it.

“Say goodbye to your mom.”

Scottie pauses, then keeps going.

“Scottie.”

“Bye!” she yells.

I grab her arm. I could yell at her for wanting to leave, but I don’t. She pulls her arm out of my grasp. I look up to see if anyone is watching us, because I don’t think you’re supposed to aggressively hold children these days. Gone are the days of spanking, threats, and sugar. Now there are therapy, antidepressants, and Splenda. I see Dr. Johnston at the end of the hall, walking toward us. He stops talking to the other doctors and gestures for me to wait. He holds up his hand: Stop. His face is eager yet unsmiling. I look in the other direction then back at him. His steps quicken, and I squint, for some reason pretending I don’t recognize him. And I think: What if I’m wrong? What if Joanie doesn’t make it out of this?

“Scottie,” I say. “This way.”

I walk in the other direction, away from Dr. Johnston, and she turns and follows me.

“Walk quickly,” I tell her.

“Why?”

“It’s a game. Let’s race. Walk fast. Run.” She takes off, her backpack jiggling on her back, and I follow her, walking quickly then breaking into a slow jog, and because Dr. Johnston is my friend’s dad and was a friend of my father’s, I feel like I’m fourteen again, running from the patriarchs.

I remember egging Dr. Johnston’s house as a prank on his son, Skip. The three of us—Blake Kelly, Kekoa Liu, and I—ran off only to be pursued by Dr. Johnston in his truck. He practically ran us down, and when we cut into an alley, he got out and hoofed it, eventually cornering us. He had a Foodland bag in hand, and he said we had a couple of choices: He could either call our parents, or we could help him dispose of his wife’s tofu surprise. We chose the latter, and he reached in the bag and gave us a taste of our own medicine. We walked away, tofu surprise in our hair, ears, everywhere. To this day he calls us the Soy Boys, laughing hysterically and yelling “Boo!,” which still causes me to jump a little. Not lately, though. He hasn’t done that in a while.

I run down the hall with my daughter, feeling like I’m in some other country. All around, people speak pidgin English and glare at the two of us like we’re crazy white fools, even though we’re Hawaiian. But we don’t look it, and we don’t count as true or real Hawaiians because we don’t talk right, either.

Dr. Johnston said Tuesday. That’s when we’ve scheduled our date, and that’s when I’ll show up. I don’t want to know anything just yet. I have too much to take care of right now. I take a good look around. Twenty-three days. This has been my world: the people looking at one another trying to guess what they’re here for, the magazine covers featuring the healthiest people alive. I see the model train in its glass case making slow laps around a model coast with model citizens stiffly sitting on beaches. I run from the diagnosis. I’ll be ready for it tomorrow.
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