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I




Other  
People’s    
Children

History Is Almost Over

There is dust in this caravan of a classroom, and Mira the teacher’s hair is fake orange and scorched at the tips. We are seniors now, seventeen, and we have almost finished all of Israeli history. We finished the history of the world in tenth grade. In our textbook, the pages already speak to us of 1982, just a few years before we were born, just a year before this town was built, when there were only pine trees and garbage hills here by the Lebanese border. The words of Mira the teacher, who is also Avishag’s mother, almost touch the secret ones of all our parents in their drunken evenings.

History is almost over.

“There are going to be eight definitions in the Peace of the Galilee War quiz next Friday, and there is nothing we haven’t covered. PLO, SAM, IAF, RPG children,” Mira says. I am pretty sure I know all the terms, except for maybe RPG children. I am not as good with definitions that have real words in them. They scare me a little.

But I don’t care about this quiz. I will almost swear; I don’t care one bit.

I still have my sandwich waiting for me in my backpack. It has tomatoes and mayo and mustard and salt and nothing more. The best part is that my mother puts it inside a plastic bag and then she wraps it in blue napkins and it takes about two minutes to unwrap it. That way even if it is a day when I am not hungry I can wait for something. That’s something, and I can keep from screaming.

It has been eight years since I discovered mustard-mayo-tomato.

I snap my fingers under my jaw. I roll my eyes. I grind my teeth. I have been doing these things since I was little, sitting in class. I can’t do this for much longer. My teeth hurt.

Forty minutes till recess, but I can’t keep sitting here, and I can’t and I won’t and I—

How They Make Airplanes

“PLO, SAM, IAF, RPG children,” Mira the teacher says. “Who wants to practice reading some definitions out loud before the quiz?”

SAM is some sort of Syrian submarine. And IAF is the Israeli Air Force. I know what children are, and that RPG children were children who tried to shoot RPGs at our soldiers and ended up burning each other because they were uninformed, and children. But that might be a repetitive definition. Last time the bitch took off five points because she said I used the word “very” seven times in the same definition and that I used it in places where you can’t really use “very.”

She is looking at me, or at Avishag, who is sitting next to me, or at Lea, who is sitting next to her. She sighs. I think she needs to have very corrective eye surgery. Lea shoots a look right back, as if she is convinced Mira was looking at her. She always thinks everyone must be looking at her.

“Can you at least pretend to be writing this down, Yael?” Mira asks me and sits down behind her desk.

I pull my eyes away from Lea. I pick up the pen and write:


when are we going to stop thinking about things that don’t matter and start thinking about things that do matter? fuck me raw



I have to go to the bathroom. Outside the classroom caravan there is the bathroom caravan. When I stand on top of the closed toilet and press my nose against the tiny window, I can see the end of the village and breathe the bleach they use to clean this forsaken window till I am dizzy. I can see houses and gardens and mothers of babies on benches, all scattered like Lego parts abandoned by a giant child at the side of the cement road leading to the brown mountains sleeping ahead. Right outside the gates of the school, I see a young man. He is wearing a brown shirt and his skin is light brown and he could almost disappear on this mountain if it weren’t for his green eyes, two leaves in the middle of this nothing.

It’s Dan. My Dan. Avishag’s brother.

I am almost sure.

When I come back to class from the bathroom, I see that someone has written in the old, fat notebook, right below my question. Avishag and I have been writing in notebooks to each other since second grade. For a while we kept the stories we wrote with Lea when we all played Exquisite Corpse in a notebook too, but by seventh grade Lea had stopped playing with us, or with any of her old friends. She started collecting girls, pets, instead, to do as she said. Avishag said the two of us should still write in a notebook, even though two people can’t play Exquisite Corpse. She said the notebooks are something we can keep around longer than notes on loose leaf and that this way, when we’re eighteen, we’ll be able to look back and remember all the people who loved us back then, back when we were young. And that way she’d also have a place for her sketches, and she could make sure I saw each of them. Also, she said when we were fourteen, we could have the word “fuck” in each sentence if we wanted to and not get caught, and we do want to, and we should, and we must. It is a rule.


fuck me rawer



Recently, it is like Avishag doesn’t even exist. Everything I say she says a little louder. Then she grows quiet. She plays with the golden necklace on her dark chest. She fine-tunes her bra strap. She watches her hair grow longer and she grows silent. I guess I am growing in the same ways.

But the thing is, for the first time in the history of the world, someone other than Avishag wrote in the notebook while I was gone.

I am almost sure. There is another odd line, and no “fuck.”


i am alone all the time. even right now,

i am alone



I close the notebook.

I want to ask Avishag if her brother Dan came into the classroom when I was gone, but I don’t. Avishag and Dan’s mother, Mira, is special among mothers because she is a teacher. She is a teacher because she had to come and be a teacher in a village instead of in Jerusalem. Avishag’s dad left them, so they didn’t have enough money to stay in Jerusalem. My mother works in the company in the village that makes parts that go into machines that help make machines that can make airplanes. Lea’s mother works in the company in the village that makes parts that go into machines that help make machines that can make airplanes. I am alone all the time.

I have this idea.

I am going to have a party even if it kills me, and I still don’t know where the party is going to be, and I can’t know, and I won’t know anything more in the next twenty minutes because I am in class, but so help me God, Dan is going to come to this party. He will if I call to invite him, that’s just manners, and it is this brilliant idea I just thought of, out of nowhere, a party, and if one more person tells me that sometimes it is Ok to be alone, I will scream and it is going to be awkward.

“Peace,” I say and get up from my desk. I pick up my backpack. When Avishag gets up, her chair scratches the linoleum floor and makes Mira’s lips pucker as if she just ate a whole lemon from the tree of the Levy family.

“There are still twenty minutes left in this class,” she says. She might think we’ll stay, but we leave.

“Fuck it. Peace,” Avishag says. This is rare. Avishag hates it when swear words are said out loud. She only loves them written, so this is rare. Four boys get up as well. In fourth grade one of them ate a whole lemon from the Levy family’s tree on a dare, but nothing happened after that.

You Can’t Talk to Anyone

Avishag and I are walking up on the main dirt road leading up from the school. When I open my mouth, I can taste specks of the footsteps of our classmates before us and our own from the day before. I can barely speak there is so much in my mouth.

“I’m, like, dying. We have to have a party tonight. We have to make some calls,” I say.

“Noam and Emuna told me that Yochai told them that his brother heard from Lea’s sister Sarit where to get reception,” Avishag says. Her black eyes squint.

All the cellular phones in the town don’t work right now. At first there was no reception only at school. Then last Wednesday we didn’t have reception even after we jumped behind the wooden gate and cut math. Avishag got two bars for, like, ten seconds, but it wasn’t enough to call anyone. Then it became one bar and didn’t change back.

We already walked to the grocery store, but there was no reception there, so we bought a pack of Marlboros and some gummy bears and walked to the ATM, but there was no reception there, so we walked to the small park, but there was no reception there, and someone had puked on the only swing big enough for two, so we didn’t even stay, and then there was no other place in town we could go.

“It is actually not Noam or Yochai who told me,” Avishag says. “Dan told me. He is speaking to me again. Or at least, enough to say that there is reception by the cellular tower.”

I don’t look at Avishag after she says that. I want to ask her if Dan came in and wrote in the notebook, but I know better.

The cellular tower. Of course. Sometimes I think that if it weren’t for people like Dan the whole village would die, we’re that stupid.

What Is Love

In my whole entire life I only decided to love one boy, Avishag’s brother, Dan. I have had the same boyfriend, Moshe, since I was twelve, but that’s not really fair because I didn’t really get to decide to love him. He was a family friend who threw apples at me, so I didn’t really have a choice. Two weeks ago we broke up. We also broke up nine weeks ago. He has been in the army for about six months now, anyway. Dan is already done with all of that.

Dan used to have this test. That’s why I decided to love him. It would drive him fucking crazy, this test.

Right at the end of Jerusalem Street, our town has a view. It has a view of the entire world and its sister. Really, it does. Standing there on top of that tiny hill you can see four mountains bursting with forever-green Mediterranean forest. You can see blankets of red anemones and pillows of purple anemones and circles of yellow daisies. And little caves protected by willows, and well, it hurts almost to look at it. Like seeing other people’s children on the other side of the street.

And there are benches, of course, right there at the end of Jerusalem Street, and you would think you could sit and look out at this view, except you can’t. Because if you did, your back would be to the view, and you would be staring at house number twenty-four on Jerusalem Street, and all you would notice are the underwear hanging to dry and an orphaned dog leash on the yellow grass and the recycling bin out on the porch.

And he would bring people there, Dan, and he would ask, what is wrong with this picture what is wrong what is wrong, and no one could tell him and he would grow mad, grow loud, and he would say that if it weren’t for people like him the whole village would fucking die, we’re that stupid. He can be arrogant. And then the person he would bring there from the town, his classmate, his mother’s friend, his sister, his younger sister, would sit there staring at the yellow grass of house twenty-four for a while and say, “You said you wanted to hang out. I don’t understand.” But I understood.

In seventh grade, after I left Avishag’s house, Dan jumped at me from behind an olive tree. Above him there were imported sycamore trees and birds, and the birds were invisible but swished around so quickly in circles they made spots of light dance around him, like in a discotheque. He moved one step closer. And then one more. He was so close I could see two eyelashes that had fallen off and were resting on his left cheek. I looked down, embarrassed, and noticed that his feet were bare and long. I snapped my fingers under my neck, nervous. He was so tall, just like Avishag. Or maybe I was short.

“Do you want to hang out?” he asked.

When I sat on that bench I just felt tired for a second. I turned my back around again and again to look away, so Dan wouldn’t see how excited I was, so I would have something else beautiful to think about. And then it hit me.

“So a person comes and he has two benches and they tell him, ‘Use cement and plant these benches in the ground,’ and he, well,” I said. I just wanted to have something to say, but Dan’s green eyes were beaming, and his thick eyebrows were going up and down.

After that we sat there for a while on the ground, looking at the red blankets and caves ahead, and I told him all my secrets. That night I think I loved him a bit, but I don’t know if it was true love because I only loved him because he loved me, or something I said. You could see that he did by the way he was rocking back and forth and also because when I showed him the notebook he promised he would write in it one day, something fucking smart.

I never spoke to him again after that night. Two months later he told Avishag one of my secrets. Two years after that he went into the army, and when he got back, instead of working in the company in the village that makes parts that go into machines that help make machines that make airplanes, or going to professional school so he could later be paid more to work in the company in the town that makes parts that go into machines that help make machines that make airplanes, he just stayed home and drew pictures of military boots. I know because my sister went there last week to play with his littlest sister, and when she came back she said there were sketches of boots and boots and boots. The entire kitchen wall was black with them, and heavy.

“Dan said he misses you,” my sister said. “He said you don’t hang out with him anymore,” she added and made kissing sounds, and then turned the volume of her Bully the Snow Man cartoon louder so I wouldn’t be able to yell at her.

No House Is Empty

If you wrote something in someone’s notebook, one thing you would also do is come to a party if they invited you.

By the time we reach the cellular tower I am almost sure that it was Dan who wrote in the notebook. He wrote between my definitions of “RPG children” and “IAF.” I guess I still care. I guess he must still care.

I know it sounds unlikely, but I just know he just waltzed right into the class like Superman and wrote in the notebook when I was in the bathroom and then stepped right out of the gates of the school. I would ask Avishag if he came when I was gone, and I wonder why she doesn’t just tell me, but I also know she must have her reasons—people who have brothers have reasons—and besides, I am only almost sure and almost sure is better than risking knowing something you don’t want to know.

I can’t believe we haven’t thought of trying to get reception by the cellular tower before. We are close enough to the cellular tower for it to shade us from the sun up on this rocky hill, and we are screaming, because even with the little reception it gives us it is still hard for people to hear us.

There are a lot of rare commodities in this village. Privacy, public transportation, 5 percent milk. But the rarest of all is an empty house. Every so often someone’s parents go for a company-sponsored retreat in the next town over and get massages and swim in the hostel’s pool. But that has never happened to my family, or to most of anyone we know. Most times parents go out for coffee at another house, agreeing to be out of the house until after eleven, and pesky siblings agree to have sleepovers. That’s how an empty house is created, and then you can have beers and smoke and make out and not feel embarrassed.

But there seem to be no empty houses for our class to party in today, none.

We’ve called twelve people already, and there are wet circles underneath our arms, but we can’t go home because my sister is at home and Avishag’s little sister is at home and we can’t let them hear us planning this, just like in two years they won’t let us hear them plan parties. Besides, I never go over to Avishag’s house anymore now that Dan’s back. She won’t let me go there.

My sister would hear us if we went to my house, and she is the worst. You can hear anything on a landline. When my mother is on the landline, no matter how late at night, I can hear everything she says, even when she whispers, and I can hear it if she cries.

“ARE YOU SURE?” We are shouting into our cell phones.

Yes, Tali Feldman is sure. Her mother doesn’t want to let her have a party when the house is empty because she is worried about her daughter’s friends breaking more of her Romanian tea set, and Noam’s mom doesn’t want her daughter to have a party when the house is empty because she is worried about her daughter breaking her trust, and Nina’s mom doesn’t want her daughter to have a party when the house is empty because she is worried about her daughter’s friends breaking her daughter’s hymen, because she is a little on the religious side.

We also find out that Lea is having a party, that she has an empty house because her mom and dad are going to get a massage at the hostel in the next town over, but that her mother says I am not invited because last time I broke a chestnut pot and Lea told her it was me. The real reason is because Avishag and I are the only ones who are not super afraid of Lea, because we played with her before she was super popular, when she still played with people instead of just playing people.

I told Dan on the bench that day all my secrets. One of them was that Avishag and I still played with dolls. This is something we kept a secret even from Lea, ever since we were in fifth grade. It was actually better to play with dolls when we were in seventh grade, since we could think of things we couldn’t when we were younger. The dolls could puke yellow Popsicles and then cover another doll in it, before burning it. They could invent a cure for cancer or pick up smoking or go to law school. It was a lot of fun.

When Avishag found out I had told her brother about us playing, she walked into class right at eight in the morning and opened my backpack and threw my sandwich on the floor, right there for everyone to see, and she stepped on it, and she was screaming. The tomatoes oozed yellow and red liquid on the floor when she jumped on them.

“Gross,” she shouted. “He is my brother you sick, sick bitch. You have a boyfriend! Who do you think you are? I don’t even know you.” It was rare then too, that she cursed.

We acted for a while like we really didn’t know each other, because really we didn’t, I would agree on that, but I didn’t know anymore if there was anyone I did know. Emuna took Avishag’s seat next to me in class. Avishag switched to sitting next to Noam.

Then Dan went into the army. It was regular that he did, because he was eighteen, and it was regular that Avishag and I forgot about the words she said about him. But I know she thinks she doesn’t even know me. I’ll always know that.

“Are RPG children like those tiny RPGs that don’t need a launcher?” she asks before we leave the cellular tower.

“No,” I say. “You are thinking about the Soviet hand grenades that were also called RPGs, but no one used them by the time it was the Peace of the Galilee War. You are thinking about the past. I’ll let you copy all the definitions later.”

Inside My Room

We leave the hill with the cellular tower at around four in the afternoon and go home, unsuccessful at finding a place for a party. My mom usually gets in from work at five. I watch the national children’s channel until she comes. Chiquititas and Wonder Shoes and The Surprise Garden. Shows even Avishag would think I am too old for. When I hear my mom’s car outside I run into my room and lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling. She doesn’t knock to ask how I am, and I am glad, because all I want is some quiet.

I can hear her whispering on the phone. I stare at the ceiling for about an hour, maybe two, trying to imagine what it would be like if I were forced to stare at this ceiling for my entire life. What type of details would I notice? I ask myself, and the voice in my head sounds suddenly like that of Mira the history teacher, Avishag’s mom, and then it is my mom, and she is in my room. Her teeth are stained with nicotine and her back is hunched forward.

“I can’t do this anymore,” she says. “I need some help.”

I don’t answer. I need some help. If she wanted to, she could know that I want an empty house to have a party I can invite Dan to tonight. But she only wants to know what she wants to know.

Last Monday she asked me if I was sure I didn’t want to try adding turkey to my sandwich.

“I have been screaming at you to pick up the phone for five minutes,” she says, and hands me the phone. “I can’t live in this house and be treated like a maid anymore.”

“Are you there?” Avishag asks through the phone.

“Did Nina’s mom finally give permission for a party?” I ask.

“Listen,” she says. “Dan fell down and hit his head.”

And They Say Russian Roulette

I was on the landline the whole night talking to Avishag. All of the other girls stayed at Lea’s party. She made people stay, even after they heard something was up with Dan. I didn’t care about that. And I didn’t care that my mom could hear me or that my sister could hear me or that my dad could hear me. At first the thing that was up was that Dan hit his head so Avishag was worried, and then the thing was that he was badly injured in the head and in the hospital but Avishag’s mom told her not to go, and then the thing was that he was accidentally shot in the head, and then the final thing was that he and a couple classmates went to the cellular tower hill and they called this girl, or that, but then they played Russian roulette because no one answered. I mean, no one but those in the town had cell reception and almost everyone was at Lea’s party, and that was the thing. At six in the morning the thing was that Dan had died.

But I don’t believe any of these rumors. I think he just went up that hill and blew his fucking brains out all by himself.

Mothers Disappeared

At seven in the morning I walk over to Avishag’s. She lives in Jerusalem Street 3 and I live in 12, and that’s why we became friends. I pass by one nearly identical house after another. I pass Lea’s house, the olive grove, then the house of the British Miller family. The houses look exactly alike except Avishag’s house has a red roof and the rest are green. Also, when you walk into her house there are seven bookshelves, because her mom, Mira, is an intellectual, because she is a teacher or because she is originally from Jerusalem the city, not the street.

Avishag’s eyes are closed, so I hold her nose to make her wake up. That’s how I always used to wake her up when we were little, but when I do it now I realize I can’t wake her up like that anymore. Not now. Not ever. She doesn’t shout at me when she wakes up; she doesn’t say a word.

I remove the pillow from under her black, damp hair. I put it on the floor and I put my head on it and I close my eyes.

But after about an hour I wake up. I go downstairs to the kitchen expecting to find the chocolate milk and cereal waiting on the table, but there is nothing on the table at all. Even the chocolate milk and chocolate-spread sandwich Mira has out on the table for her youngest girl every morning are not there.

I expected them. I swear, of all things, this is the most shocking.

In my house my mother organizes a tomato and tea for me and tomato and bread and tea for my sister in the morning. When we wake up she is always gone because her work starts at seven. Work used to start at eight, so she used to be able to drive us to school, but in tenth grade the town started a bus service to ease morning traffic and make it so that moms can come to work an hour early. Now there is always just that same note. Do your dishes after lunch. She leaves lunch in the fridge, two plates covered by other plates, rice and lamb from Sunday to Tuesday and rice and okra the rest of the week. They taste fresh even though we have to microwave them.

I go back to Avishag’s room.

“Avishag,” I say, shaking her hard, “where’s your mom?”

Avishag keeps her eyes closed. Still half sleeping, she arches her back and fine-tunes her bra. She passes her long fingers on her golden necklace, and she is so dark in between these white sheets, it is as if she is too present, and then she opens her eyes suddenly.

“I think she decided to go back home,” she says. “She said she would before we even heard that Dan … before we knew everything.”

“Go back home?” I ask. “But she is your mom.”

“She said she is moving back in with her mom in Jerusalem. She said she is not going to raise kids all by herself if they are just going to go shoot themselves, and she said I never offer to do the dishes, and that I am a grown woman now and she—”

“She can’t be gone,” I say. “Wake up.”

But Avishag closes her eyes and turns her back to me, pulling the white blanket above her head as if it were a cave.

Jewdifying the Galilee

I go to school alone. I don’t know where else to go and I can’t stare at Avishag sleeping any longer. The classroom has only three boys in it, sitting on their desks and looking at a magazine about Japanese cars. One of the chairs is flipped on its side, and someone has knocked over the trash can so there are orange peels and notebook pages on the floor.

“Lea’s mom is gone too,” one of the boys says. “She told Lea she decided she was just going to stay in that town that has the massages forever,” he adds and bites one of his fingers. “But I don’t think she can actually do that. And Mira the teacher will come back soon too.”

“This is a whole town of crazy bitches,” another boy adds. Then they turn their backs to me and huddle over the magazine.

I step outside and try to catch my breath, so I look down, but above me there are ravens and sycamores and the birds circle below the sun so there are dots on the asphalt underneath my feet, winking at me first here, then there, and I open my mouth and puke, until I am able to raise my head up again, and I keep it up.

I can’t see a single person out in the streets. When they built this town less than thirty years ago, it was because people had this brilliant idea that they should Jewdify the Galilee, and in particular the Lebanese border. There is one empty brown hill after another in that region, the government said, and if we are a country, we can’t all live in just one part of it. So they gave plots of land for barely any money to couples who promised to work in the factory they built in the village, and that way the couples had money and a home and then they had children.

The only thing they didn’t think of is that money and houses create children and that children need buses, among other things. The only way to get out now is through hitchhiking.

I stand by the old pay phone at the outskirts of town and stick out my thumb. I first think about calling someone, but I don’t have any coins to use the pay phone.

When a red Subaru stops, I lean over and smell the aftershave of the bearded driver. He is listening to “Macarena,” really, he is.

“Where are you going?” he asks.

On the ground, a snail is slowly making its way toward me, leaving a trail of saliva behind it. Soon, there will be the first rain of the year. Soon, Avishag and I will graduate. Join the army. Everything. Even princess Lea will have to join the army. Everyone does.

And I realize I have no one I know outside the thousand houses of the town and that I am standing here on the lukewarm asphalt all alone.

I tell the driver I might as well stay where I am.

I Don’t Go Up the Hill

And it is because I don’t want to climb anymore just to get reception by the cellular tower, just to talk to someone. I go down the brick path and through the bike racks and the dump yard to the video machine, and I use a twenty-shekel bill to buy Mean Girls, since it is the only movie left in the machine that I have only seen once.

Now I have change, and I go back to the very end of town. The pay phone’s receiver is so dusty it glistens, and when I pick it up I am almost surprised to hear a dial tone. This might be the very last pay phone in all of Israel. A few years ago the government uprooted them, one by one, and took them all away in a big truck.

I want to hear my mom’s voice to make sure she didn’t also leave.

But she is not the one I call.

Avishag only answers the third time I call. My mom is not the first one I call, not because I chose to call Avishag first but because almost sure is better than risking knowing something you don’t want to know.

“Your mom is going to come back, you know,” I say.

When I say it I know that she may not. When I say it I know already that it was Avishag who wrote in the notebook that morning, not Dan.

“I am alone all the time, Yael,” Avishag replies, and her voice is soupy. “Even right now.”

Don’t Call Us

I wait for a long time for Avishag to come get me. I sit on the sand by the pay phone and wait. I can taste sweat and salt and makeup trickling down from my nose to my lips. She said she’ll come.

And she does. She comes, but she doesn’t come and get me. We don’t go home. We don’t say anything. She walks right up to me and then changes direction. She knows that I will follow her wherever she goes today.

We walk up and up the hill. I hope we never get there, but I know we will.

There is no blood on the ground by the cellular tower. Not even a piece of clothing. Not even a boot.

Avishag takes a while to believe there is nothing there. She wants to see, at least something. Her neck is moving here then there frantically. She stands looking and looking in the shade of the tower, like she did when we were little, trying to find the last word on a word-search puzzle.

Then it is as if the tower is that word. Like she just notices that it is there, after staring right at it for minutes. She puts both her hands on it and pushes it and kicks it.

I join her, digging the dirt around the metal rods stuck in the ground with my shoes and shoving my entire weight on the tower.

We try to collapse the tower until it is dark. We try and we try and we try.

We don’t talk. We won’t talk. We’ve talked enough.

We don’t need a cellular tower here.

RPG Children

RPG children were usually around nine or ten, so they were very small, and children. And the RPG launcher is this weapon that is very, very heavy, so you can’t have just one child holding it, you have to have two, and the children took the weapons and they held them, two together, one from the front and one from the back. When you shoot an RPG, the front launches a missile so powerful it could even get through an Israeli tank, but the back releases fire, not a lot of fire, not fire that is necessary; it is just a part of how the weapon works, that there is fire at the back. So one RPG child held the launcher on his shoulder, and behind him stood another RPG child, on his toes, holding it from the back. And so when the RPG was launched, the child from the back’s head caught fire, and then his shoulders, and soon his sandals too, if he had them. No one told the RPG children any better.

No one talked to them, no one told them anything, not the children who held it from the front and not the children who held it from the back, but one thing that is very, very interesting is that many times the child from the front would jump on his burning friend and hug him, and this increased the casualties in a very significant way, that one child didn’t burn alone.
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