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Life and death appeared to me ideal bounds, which I should first break through, and pour a torrent of light into our dark world.
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PART ONE





1
Other

I remember being in town with Mina Ma. I must have been about ten. She wanted to buy a lottery ticket, and I stood outside the corner store and looked in the window of the toy shop next door. There was a man in the shop, sitting on a stool with a knife and a large piece of wood in his hands. He worked at the wood with the knife, chipping and whittling away, shaping the wood into arms, little legs, a face. I watched him smooth the rough edges with sandpaper, then pick up a wig of soft, almost black hair and fasten it with glue to the doll’s head. Finally he sewed a tiny white dress and buttoned it around the doll. The whole thing looked like dancing. His hands moved so delicately, so lovingly.

When I imagine how I was made, that’s how I imagine it. I don’t know the reality, of course; no one will ever fully explain it. Mina Ma once told me there was fire. Erik said they stitch us together. So I imagine my Weaver sitting at a great oak desk in a workshop. The sunlight glints off the wood. I imagine he’s got a bit of my other’s skin, a bit of her self, and he uses it to make me look just like her. To put a bit of her soul into me. As for the rest, he stitches me together from pieces of someone else, someone long dead, perhaps. He smokes out the old bones to clean them. He burns the old flesh to whittle it down. He uses fire to make me fit the mold he wants to cast. He stitches my infant self to life, weaving in little organs, a few fine baby hairs, a tiny white dress. He glues my edges together. It looks like dancing. But his hands—no matter how many times I imagine my creation, his hands never move like they love me. Because they don’t.

I suppose it’s one of those things I have always known. The Weavers create us, but they don’t love us. They stitch us together. They make sure we grow up knowing, always, that we belong to them.



It’s early. I can smell the wet grass outside, the sharp, clean morning air that turns warm and breezy over the lake later on. It’s too early to be awake, but I get dressed and tiptoe out of my room, past Mina Ma’s, to the French windows at the foot of the cottage. The windows gleam in the sunlight. Only a few weeks ago, they were dirty and splattered with eggs. The town kids thought it’d be funny. I remember looking at the pattern of egg yolks and having the strangest idea that it spelled MONSTER. That was what they called me, when they cornered me down by the lake a few days before the egg-splattering. I think they came because they wanted to know if the rumor about the girl in the cottage was true. It turned nasty fast, and I hit one of them in the face. He was twice my size. I got away with a black eye, a bloody lip, and a sense of savage satisfaction because I did what I wanted for once.

My other would have walked away. I don’t think she fights against something if she doesn’t like it; she has this soft, sensible way of accepting it. Erik and Mina Ma tell me that kind of grace is a more admirable quality than ferocity. They tell me that is how I should be. Her. Mina Ma thinks I like being contrary. “Sometimes,” she says, “I think that if she were a rowdy, angry little thing, you’d be soft and quiet just to be difficult.” But it’s not true. It’s simpler than that: I don’t think I’m much like her. I threw her favorite food on the floor when I was five. While she sat on her father’s knee and polished dusty artifacts, I secretly made sculptures of birds out of wet paper and candle wax. When I was seven, I begged Mina Ma to take me to a movie in town even though I knew my other hadn’t seen it. These are small things. Risky, but not dangerous. I’ve learned the difference.

I touch the glass of the French windows. I was very lucky to escape that fight without lasting consequences. My guardians were appalled. Ophelia should have told the Weavers about it. Only she didn’t.

Erik didn’t say much, but the disappointed look on his face spoke volumes. “We can only lie for you so many times,” he told me. “We can’t protect you if you defy their laws.”

Sorry tripped to my tongue, but seemed inadequate. It didn’t matter. Erik hadn’t finished. “It’s not just the Weavers, either. What about those little brats? Don’t you think they might tell their parents they’ve found an echo? People talk.”

I knew what he was really afraid of: hunters. That they might find out about me. Only I guess the kids didn’t talk, or Erik stopped word from getting out, because nothing has happened since. There has been no witch hunt, no flaming torches at our door. No quiet attacks in the dark.

I check the mail, littered under the slot in the front door. There are two bills for Mina Ma and a blank postcard for me. I know it’s from Sean, the youngest of my guardians. No one else sends me anything in the mail. He knows that, and he lives less than an hour away from us, but he still sends me postcards once a month. I’ve got them tucked between Oliver Twist and These Old Shades on my bookshelf, tied together with ribbon.

At the time, Sean made it clear he didn’t think fighting was a clever thing to do either. His tone annoyed me enough to say, quite unjustly, “Well, if it had been you, I bet they’d have battered you.”

“I don’t batter so easily, thanks very much,” he replied. “And if you’ll notice, I’m the one who can still eat without having to aim for an uninjured bit of my mouth.”

It was difficult to argue with logic like that.

I watch telly until Mina Ma wakes up and bustles out of her room. We make breakfast. Eggs and bacon. I don’t like eggs. It’s the yolk. The way it squidges out makes me feel ill. I try not to touch it when we wash the plates afterward.

Mina Ma laughs. “Don’t be so insufferably idiotic, child. It’s not infected.”

It’s like her to laugh and scold me in the same breath. I love her more than anything in the whole world. She left India close to fifteen years ago, when the Weavers offered her a job as my caretaker. We live here together. She raised me. Ever since she took me from the Weavers’ Loom as a baby, she has loved me. And ever since she chased a doctor out of the house with a rolling pin, after he referred to me as “it,” I have loved her.

Once we’ve put away the breakfast dishes, it’s time for my lessons. I put together a neat pile of textbooks and notes.

I have a routine that doesn’t change much. I study a girl far away. She’s the original to my copy. She haunts me. Everything I do depends on her. And on her parents, my familiars, the two people who asked the Weavers to make me.

I learn what she learns. I eat what she eats. I sleep. Mina Ma teaches me small things every day. How to make rice in a pressure cooker. How to pronounce Indian names and words properly. She tells me about Bangalore, where my other lives. I could find my way around that city blindfolded by now. On Tuesdays and Fridays, Ophelia comes to the house to check me over. She asks me questions, examines me, takes blood. No one would call her medically qualified. She struggles to do subtraction in her head, fumbles with her instruments and notes, and I often hear her saying rude things under her breath about “stupid big words.” But she’s learned enough about echoes to keep me healthy. All I care about, though, is that she’s friendly and funny and I can trust her. I don’t think I’d let a real doctor anywhere near me.

On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays, my lessons are with Erik. He homeschools me in things like English and math, from big textbooks and lesson plans that my familiars have gotten from her school. He gives me information about my other, helps me learn it. He also tells me about my world. About the centuries-old Loom in London and the Weavers who stitch echoes there.

And on alternate weekends, Sean turns up for a couple days. His job is to help me understand what life is like among regular people our age. I need to be prepared if I’m ever sent off to live her life.

“Do you have all your notes ready for Erik?” Mina Ma asks, coming out of the kitchen to find me.

I show her the pile I’ve put together. She glances at the clock. She wants to teach me how to sew a button onto a dress.

“Easy,” I scoff.

She chuckles. “If you can keep your restless fingers still for ten minutes to do it, I’ll eat my hat.”

It would have been nice if she’d had to take that back, but she’s right, as always. I have trouble even threading the needle.

When Erik arrives an hour later, I’m ready for his lessons. In fact, I am perched on the sofa with a look of such sweetness on my face, he stops short in the doorway. Erik is in his late fifties. He’s tall, with brown hair and eyes the color of a Mediterranean ocean. He can do anything. He’s the only one of us the Weavers will listen to.

“You want something.” His voice is resigned, but he gives me a twinkly-eyed smile. “And I’m sure I won’t want to know what it is.”

“A pony.”

“A pony,” he says, straight-faced. “I’ll get right on that, shall I?”

I laugh but hesitate over bringing up the zoo question. My other went on a school trip to the zoo last month, while I had to make do with photographs and a description. I open my mouth to ask if I can go to one of the zoos within a hundred-mile radius of Windermere, “to get a better feel for what her experience was like, Erik” (a lie—I just want to go see exotic animals), but I bite back the words before they come out.

It’s Erik’s expression that stops me. His face does a funny thing. It’s like watching a light turn off. The amusement in his face, his smile, it all drains away, sucked out with the flip of a switch.

I’ve seen it before, and it always means bad news. My face transforms in response, and I watch him anxiously as he sets a thick envelope down on the table.

Officially Erik is a go-between. He is the only one of us who speaks to my familiars, through secure emails and disposable phones so that the Indian authorities won’t know about it. We have to be cautious because echoes are against the law in India, and my familiars could be arrested for requesting my creation. They send Erik school reports, descriptions of events and birthdays, and photos, all the tiny details about my other’s everyday life that I must know if I am to be as much her as she is.

And I learn these things. I learn to love or dislike people the way she does, or at least I try to, even on days when I want to hate them all.

I’d have given up years ago if Erik didn’t make me sit still and do it. When I have questions, he tries to answer. He helps me understand the laws, the rules, truths about the Loom and my creation. Nine years ago he told me what I am. He told me about the Weavers in London. About how ordinary people, who can’t bear the idea of losing somebody they love, can ask the Weavers to make an echo. He told me how they spend weeks, sometimes months, making each of us. When they’re done, we live. We breathe. Echoes. And one day, if our others die and we are wanted, we replace them.

And until we replace them, we learn them.

I set my jaw. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Erik opens the envelope and lays things down on the table. First, the week’s Lists: what to eat, what to drink, what to watch, what to read. Next, a CD. It has a recording of my other’s voice on it. I’m supposed to learn how to speak like her, but I don’t do a very good job of it. Her accent is slightly less neutral than mine, and she uses different words for some things than I do.

Among the sheaf on the table is a set of journal pages. That’s where she writes about what she’s done this past week, where she talks stiffly about herself, her friends, and her family. She has to do it, but it’s obvious she hates it. She hates me.

Erik coughs. “I’m sure it will be mentioned in the journal.”

“Can’t you tell me first?” I ask, my fingers tightly knotted together.

He hesitates. Then: “She got a tattoo.”

My stomach drops. “Where?”

“Her left wrist. On the inside, between the bottom of her palm and the place where you wear a watch. There’s a photograph here somewhere.”

“Erik,” I say, and my voice breaks. “Erik, you promised. Do you remember when the stray dog bit her on the belly? I was afraid I’d have to let a dog bite me just to copy her, but you told me copying scars wasn’t allowed.”

“It was what I fought for twenty years ago,” he says softly. “I fought to keep your bodies your own. I wanted the Weavers to stop making you mimic injuries and intimate experiences. It seemed too cruel. I eventually persuaded them to decide that having a description of those kinds of things should be enough.”

“So this is—”

“It’s a tattoo,” he says. “It’s allowed. This is a change she chose to make, and one that will do no harm to her or you.”

I think of the needles I have seen on telly, that needle in my blood, spilling fine ink into my clean, untainted skin. It would be all right if I wanted the tattoo myself. But not like this.

I recoil. “I won’t do it,” I say.

“You must,” says Erik, very quietly.

I seize the journal pages and flip through them, fast, frantic, until I find the words I’m looking for.

Got a tattoo today. It hurt a lot more than I thought it would.

My jaw aches with fury. I know it’s probably not true, because it’s not like her, but I imagine she’s satisfied, knowing she may do what she pleases and I will have to bear it. She will always win.

I crush my fist around the pages and fling them violently across the room.

“That was childish,” says Erik.

“I don’t mind being childish,” I say. “It must mean I’m a little bit human.”

“It’s a beautiful tattoo,” says Erik. “Small, delicate, very like you. You might grow fond of it in time.”

“I don’t know what it means to her,” I say, “but it will always remind me of what I am and what I can never be. I’ll hate it,” I add, passionately, “forever.”

“I know you don’t like hearing it,” says Erik, “but this is what your existence means. You are her. You must be her. Or all of this will fall to pieces.” His face softens. “It won’t help to fret. Put it out of your mind until it’s time.”

Later, after he leaves, I watch the sun fading away outside. The summer is almost over. I put my fingers to my wrist, touching the soft, translucent skin between the edge of my palm and where I wear my watch. The skin is cold, but in my head I imagine it’s no longer clean, or mine, but is instead hers, and is on fire.





2
Law

Mina Ma feels sorry for me. I know this because she comes into my room that night with a tray of freshly baked scones and clotted cream.

I’m trying to concentrate on Romeo and Juliet, which I’m supposed to be writing an essay about, but I can’t. I can only think of the tattoo. A stupid thing to get upset about, really; people get tattoos all the time. But it’s the point she’s making. That’s what I can’t bear. I think I may hate her as much as she hates me.

I smooth my fingers over the clean skin on my wrist. I don’t count. Only she does.

Behind the image of the tattoo, another one surfaces: a mark, black, curving around itself and up to meet a lightning bolt. I always think it looks like a lightning bolt and a small letter e. E for echo. I’ve had that mark branded in my skin since I was born. It’s on the back of my neck, so I’ve never seen it. But I know what it looks like.

I don’t know how to be a better echo. I don’t know how to stop banging my fists against my cage and feeling bitterly resentful of everything my other does. I don’t know a lot of things. I only know the cold mornings, the woods, the lake, and this tiny town called Windermere. In a city thousands of miles away, my familiars live with storms and heat and a sun that bakes the earth.

So Mina Ma tells me. I’ll never know it for myself. Not as long as my other is alive, not as long as her star remains firmly fixed in the night sky.

When Mina Ma comes in with the tray, I sit up on my bed and turn away from the homework I’ve been ignoring for the last half hour. I feel slightly cheered. I know scones are delicious because I sneaked one off the tray on my eleventh birthday. My other has never had one.

“You’re living on the edge, Mina Ma,” I tease her. “Breaking the rules, what will the Weavers say?”

She snorts. “And which of us is going to tell them?”

“Good point.” I keep my smile pasted on, but we both know Mina Ma doesn’t break rules for the sake of breaking them. If she has brought me scones, it’s because she feels guilty enough to take that risk. She feels like it’s her fault she can’t protect me from my other’s whims. I widen my smile. “I’m okay. You don’t have to try making me feel better.”

She smoothes hair off my brow. “There are many things I don’t have to do. But I am going to do them anyway.”

She waits until a real smile tugs at the corners of my mouth before getting up to examine the window. She makes sure it’s bolted fast, with only a slim panel at the top left open to let fresh air in. She measured the panel herself. She wanted to make sure no one could slip an arm through. I used to think she was worried about burglars, until the day I realized she was afraid of hunters.

There is a pistol hidden away in her bedside table. She once told me the Weavers gave it to her for my protection. I still find that hard to believe. The Weavers have always been something dark and wicked on the edges of my life. The idea that there could be something more frightening out there is ridiculous. The Weavers are the beginning and end of me. They made me. They can unmake me, too.

Mina Ma gives the window bolts a shake, testing them for weakness. When she’s satisfied, she turns back. We eat a scone each, and I ask her a question.

“What would you have named me if I’d been yours?”

“This again!” She blows a breath, her cheeks puffed out. “What good are these what-if games to either of us?”

I don’t answer. She scowls. “I don’t know,” she says, in a tone that suggests she’s heartily sick of the subject.

My name is Amarra. Like my other. It means “immortal one.” I have always wanted to choose a name of my own. I hate it when my guardians call me Amarra.

Just last year, I had to read the old Indian epic, the Mahabharata. Inspired by it, I wished I had been named Draupadi. After all, she, too, had been born differently, even abnormally. She had stepped out of fire, a gift from the old gods to her father the king. There had been no Hindu gods involved in my birth, but the loose parallels gave me a delightful sense of grandeur.

Sean didn’t bother to hide his dismay. I had known him only a few weeks then, but he had no qualms about telling me that he, Erik, and Ophelia would only end up pronouncing it “Drow-puddy,” and there was nothing grand about that.

Fortunately for him, Mina Ma put her foot down. “Sad life, that one. Five husbands at the same time, ay Shiva, what a scandal! And have you forgotten all that bloodshed? No, thank you. No sense absorbing such a legacy.”

“Maybe I want five husbands,” I said, laughing.

“Maybe you won’t have a choice in the matter,” Mina Ma retorted.

I stopped laughing and scowled. It made Sean laugh. “Five husbands?” he said. “With a temper like yours, Drow-puddy, you’ll be lucky to find one.”

That was when I decided he and I were going to be friends.

After a second scone and a long monologue about the fact that nobody sells good mangoes in England, Mina Ma gets up. “It’s late,” she says. “Rest.”

“I still have homework. And I don’t think I could sleep yet anyway.”

“Fine,” she says. An unholy gleam of humor flashes over her face. “I might as well teach you something useful.”

Ten minutes later, she’s exasperated. “Stand still!” she cries. “I’ve never known a child as fidgety as you.”

I do my best to comply as she wraps a long section of chiffon around my waist. I try to hide my complete lack of interest as she shows me how to form crisp, neat pleats out of the cloth. I’m not very good at obeying people. I try, but all kinds of inconvenient questions and objections pop into my head.

“Mina Ma,” I say, “if you want to know what I think—”

“Which I do not,” she says.

I bite my lip, but almost immediately burst out with, “If you were to ask me what I thought, I would say this was pointless. Why do I need to know how to put on a sari?”

She tugs hard on the blouse. I gasp as it tightens across my chest. I look at her reproachfully, but she only says, “You are going to need this knowledge. You will need to know how to wear a sari if you go to a wedding, say.”

“I’m never going to go to a wedding,” I tell her.

“You will, if you’re her.”

“But she’s young and healthy. It’s never going to happen.”

“Young and healthy people have accidents, don’t they? Trip down the stairs, fall off trees, get mauled by panthers.”

“That’s an awful thing to say.”

Mina Ma pulls at the chiffon, draping it over my shoulder. “I want you to live until you are old and grumpy,” she says. “I don’t want you removed in ten or twenty years’ time because your other wants to get rid of you, or because you have upset your familiars, or even just because no one thinks they’ll need you anymore. There are so many ways to lose you. I won’t have it. I won’t have someone passing the Sleep Order on you.”

Erik told me about the Sleep Order years ago. Officially it’s called a Request for Removal, but most people call it the Sleep Order. Someone thought it sounded nicer. Whatever you call it, though, it boils down to the same thing. When a familiar passes the Sleep Order on an echo, they’re signing away the echo’s life. Returning the faulty toy to its creator. And when that happens, he or she comes back to the Weavers, who always have the last word. They could keep the echo, they could do whatever they want, but instead they always shrug and say it’s a pity, and the echo dies.

“Crushed like a mosquito,” says Mina Ma, as though I had put my thoughts into words. “You exist by the Weavers’ grace. Only as long as you are what they expect of you. Do you not understand how fragile that is? But if you replace your other, you might be safe. You might make your familiars happy, and then they will always keep you. So if only for my sake, child, hope that happens.”

“I won’t wish for her to die!”

“Then I will wish it,” she replies, ruthlessly, “because I don’t know or love her.”

We gaze fiercely at each other. She is unapologetically stout and sturdy. I am quite small and slight. Her skin is a rich brown, darker than mine. My face is delicate, while hers is round and impish. But in spite of these differences I think we could be related. We both have dark hair. Hers is cropped to below her ears, mine is longer to match my other’s. We have dark brown eyes with soft eyelashes and neat dark eyebrows. And our eyes are ferocious. She can make a grown man cower with a single look. I learned to be fierce from her.

She looks away before I do, which is rare. She tweaks the last folds of the sari into place and takes a step away.

“It will do,” she says.

I take off the sari, and she gathers it up into her arms. She turns to the door. I can’t shake her outburst. She must worry constantly that at any moment I might be taken away from her. That my familiars might decide they no longer want me and I will be destroyed.

“Mina Ma?”

Her beady eyes focus on mine, resigned. She knows that tone. She knows it means I’m about to ask a question.

“Do you ever...” I hesitate. “Do you ever wish we could run away?”

Mina Ma stares at me for a long time. Then she sits down next to me, her face very tight. “It would kill you if we did.” She brushes a lock of hair off my face. In her touch, there is a universe of words and thoughts and emotions that narrow to a fierce point, like light shining into the sky to find a single star. “Running away would mean giving up your right to live. The Weavers, they would feel they could no longer trust you. They wouldn’t even have to consult your familiars. They would send their seekers after you, and they would destroy you.” I hear her voice in my ear, almost desperate. “Don’t run.”

“I won’t,” I say. “It’s just that with this tattoo, and everything, sometimes it feels like it’s too much. I wondered if you ever felt like that too. But I don’t mean to go anywhere. I know about that girl. The echo, years ago, the one who ran. I know the seekers found her and the Weavers unstitched her.”

Mina Ma huffs. “I suppose you ‘accidentally’ overheard me talking to Erik about her.”

I blush.

But she only nods. “Good,” she says, her eyes so intent they could have pierced holes through me. “At least you know what it would cost you.”

Before she leaves, I ask one more thing.

“Why did my familiars bother having me made? They could go to prison. For all they know, I could be nothing like her. So why risk that?”

Mina Ma smiles slightly. “You’ve asked me that a thousand times.”

I wait.

“Because they cannot bear the thought of losing her.”

But like all the other times I asked that question, that answer isn’t enough. If Amarra died, what would her family get? Me. Not her. How is that worth the risk they’ve taken?

I know that’s not how it’s supposed to be. I’m imperfect. We all are, all the echoes who exist right now. We’re a stepping-stone. What the Weavers really want is to be able to transfer the human soul from one body to another. One day there will be echoes who are vessels for the human soul. They will lie peacefully, like Sleeping Beauty or Snow White, for years, perhaps forever. Unless their others die while they are still wanted. And if those others do, their bodies will die, but their minds, their souls, will survive. They will awaken in the echo. Their spare body. But we are not like that. We have our own thoughts, feelings. It’s a flaw. The Weavers haven’t yet figured out how to make us perfect. But we have their faces, their voices, bits of their skin, threads of their mind. That has to be enough for now.

I watch the door close behind Mina Ma. I push thoughts of imperfection and tattoos and Sleep Orders away. I pick up another scone, lick the clotted cream at the edges, and go back to finishing my homework.

When I’ve made my notes for my Romeo and Juliet essay, I read over Amarra’s journal pages. There are events that happened this past week that I have to memorize. One of her aunts fell down the stairs and broke an ankle, her physics test went badly, and her little sister, Sasha, had a fever.

I put the pages aside and study the new Lists. Some of the books are new; others we’ve both read before. Maybe this time she’ll actually finish Bridget Jones’s Diary. I could have killed her a few months ago, when she picked it off her mother’s bookshelf, read half, got distracted, and never went back to it. Mina Ma had to physically wrestle the book out of my hands.

I notice Sense and Sensibility is on the list of movies. I sigh. This will be the third time I’ve had to watch Sense and Sensibility. My other has a passion for Jane Austen that I don’t share. I can’t help thinking that if they transplanted us into the story, she’d undoubtedly be Sense and I’d be Sensibility. And no matter how many times I watch it, Sense always wins.

I reread the journal to make sure I haven’t missed anything, stopping right before the bit about the tattoo. When Erik or Ophelia asks me questions about the journal in our next lesson, I’ll be able to give all the right answers.

“What did she eat at Coffee Day?” one of them will ask. If it’s Ophelia, she’ll probably add, “What’s this Coffee Day place anyway, love? Is it nice?”

“She ate a brownie with vanilla ice cream. It’s the place she often goes with her friends; she’s talked about it before.”

“Who spilled half a bottle of juice on her leg at school?”

“Sonya, by accident. They laughed so hard they got scolded by one of the teachers.”

“Which teacher?”

And on it will go. It’s about as exciting as brushing my teeth. I never forget, never give them a wrong answer. When we’re finished with the questions, Ophelia will go make a cup of tea, or Erik and I will play cards, and we’ll pretend for a while that it’s a normal house and I’m a normal person.

I drop the pages onto the floor and turn off the light. I crawl beneath the covers of my bed. I try to sleep, but behind my eyelids I see the town kids bloodying my lip and a lady at the supermarket shuddering and backing away when Mina Ma accidentally let slip what I was. I see a murky mirror and a tattoo and a girl with eyes like bruises. Me? Or the echo who ran away all those years ago and died for it? I shiver in the dark.

It’s so quiet I can hear Mina Ma’s bed squeaking in the room above, the gurgling of water in the pipes, an owl, something creaking softly. I open my eyes again and glance at the window. Beyond is the back garden, and the creaking is the sound of the swing, my swing, swaying back and forth.

My guardians made me the swing as a gift on my seventh birthday. I woke in the morning and it was there, like magic. I’ve spent hours in it, kicking myself high into the air or simply lying back to stare into the sky.

In the dark I think about the fight. I think of Mina Ma telling me she wants a girl to die because she believes that will save me. I think about the swing. It was a kindness my guardians didn’t have to show, a gesture of their affection in spite of what I am. It was a gift, rare and precious, and gifts don’t come often to echoes in this world that despises us.
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