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Bad start to the month this morning, when Jane texts to say that the allotment sheds have been broken into again. We lost a strimmer and a little Mantis tiller just after we moved, but I don’t padlock our shed because a determined burglar will get in anyway, so I reckon not to keep anything I mind about down there. Last week, Alice and I took the heavy-duty loppers down to finish cutting the hazels for pea sticks. I left the loppers in the shed over the weekend, but what with fleece and netting all over the floor at the moment, I thought thieves might think such a chaotic gardener wouldn’t have much worth taking. I will tidy the shed on a fine day when there is less gardening to do and I have a companion. The companion is needed because it looks like mice or maybe rats have enjoyed using fleece for nests. Anyway, the loppers and a spade have gone, and a nice little potato hoe and my old favourite swoe. They left the oscillating stirrup hoe, which is the best, but I still like the niftiness of the Wilkinson swoe. They also took the canvas director’s chair, which is handy to have. Much worse than all these is the loss of the beautiful water bowser on wheels, heavy to push even when empty, so dragging it to a parked car over a hundred yards away must have been a determined act. Bother. I won’t replace the bowser, and I will not leave anything in the shed again, but it’s a real nuisance taking tools to and fro in the car, when I would rather walk or bike.

The second bit of bad news is that Danny and Alan finally came to look at the collapsed wall, shook their heads and said it would be very expensive to repair. To cheer myself up, I went to collect the Anemone hortensis plugs from Derry, where I found Dan buying ferns and a rare Japanese saxifrage. I bought the willow with pink catkins called ‘Mount Aso’. I used to have it in the garden and lost it, but it will be better in the allotment for winter picking. I also bought some Heptaptera triquetra plants to put in the gravel courtyard. It’s a piercing yellow umbellifer. I think umbellifers are almost my favourite plant family, but Peter, a good gardening friend, despises my weakness for what he calls ‘another cow parsley’. I love cow parsley and have just one plant here under the damson tree. It’s a feature in the May borders at Great Dixter which attracts plenty of complaints about weeds. Plants are whipped out as the flowers go over for fear of seeding everywhere. My single cow parsley is beheaded for fear of spreading, but Heptaptera babies (original seed collected in a Bulgarian graveyard) will be welcome. I had a plant before in one of the flower beds, but Derry describes it as a short-lived perennial for dry sun, so I think the gravel will suit it better. Two Anemone hortensis plugs went into the gravel, and three more were planted in the gap between the house and the pavement. I had to chip a bit of tarmac away with the hori hori knife to get one in, but the little Mexican daisy loves those conditions, so I am hoping the Greek anemones will settle here.

I added some potting grit to the courtyard, but I think I need at least another inch, which means a bulk bag and waiting until the expensive wall is mended so that it can be barrowed in from Back Lane. This village, with deli, doctor’s surgery, gift shop and tea shop, also boasts a fourth-generation family firm with prize-winning lorries and a sideline in delivering gravel. I’ve chosen a mix of South Cerney stone of mixed sizes, so it looks more natural. If it was a proper gravel garden, Jonny Bruce recommends five centimetres of sand topped with ten centimetres of gravel. The courtyard is currently hoggin topped with a little stone, so I’m hoping I can get away with a less radical approach. So far, the viper’s bugloss have survived the winter here, with some Verbena ‘Lavender Spires’, Verbascum phoeniceum and one Dianthus carthusianorum, and I will add the airy yellow Verbascum roripifolium seedlings now in the greenhouse. That’s too many plants already in an area five metres square where people have to walk, but I want to see what does best in this new dry and sunny place.

Here, the blossom procession starts with damson and mirabelle. I wish there was room for a cherry, but I chose crab apples instead. Malus have the edge on cherries for having two seasons of interest, spring flowers and autumn apples. The Malus hupehensis at the top of the garden has larger flowers and fruit than the multi-stem hupehensis from Great Dixter nearer the house. It was one of Christopher Lloyd’s favourite trees and this more delicate Dixter version is the true form. Pear and peach follow, and then a hawthorn, Crataegus persimilis ‘Prunifolia’. Hawthorns, like crab apples, are good for spring and autumn interest. Apple blossom flowers come last, with all six trees turning branches pink and white. There were three trees in the garden when we came, and we added three at the top of the meadow. It was a mistake to buy large trees, and this is something I know and should not have forgotten. Small trees always outgrow maturer specimens, which take at least two years to get going. The ‘Discovery’, most delicious of all apples when picked from the tree, has hardly grown after four years, and ‘Egremont Russet’ is far from brilliant; only ‘Ashmead’s Kernel’ is a respectable size and does produce plenty of fruit.

I seem to have missed out on what sounds like a desirable plant. Looking at Sarah Raven’s mouth-watering catalogue over lunch, I find a perennial pink cosmos. ‘Flamingo’, sister to the chocolate-scented Cosmos atrosanguineus. Neither are totally hardy but might survive with a mulch and good drainage in warm winters, or can be lifted, like dahlias. Of course it’s sold out everywhere. I do look at Graham Rice’s New Plants blog on the RHS site, and at new plants in Which? Gardening, but ‘Flamingo’ has, until now, been off my radar. Sarah is clever at spotting new plants worth growing.

Raining again, and I must mow the lawn before I leave for a week in the Mani, on a botanical tour with Jamie Compton. I can’t wait to see the garden Tania has made there.

It’s hot in Greece, and there are fewer flowers than I hoped to see, because we are here too late. No fields of scarlet and pink anemones, but there are orchids and Crepis rubra, the favourite pink starry dandelion, and enormous Pelopponesian cyclamen growing in the walls, with a delicate Thalictrum orientale, which I have never seen before. The thrill of the trip is Tania’s garden, with an eye-watering selection of plants from Olivier Filippi’s nursery near Montpellier. She has been very clever at repeating species in various forms. There are lavenders from dark to pale, and Teucriums from misty to glittering turquoise T. ‘Ourzazate’. But Teucriums are bulky birds’ nests, unless you prune them as Tania does. Like a clever hairdresser thinning hair, she removes the thicker stalks right down to the base, so that it becomes an airy bush with flowers like blue Adonis, butterflies perched on the outspread branches. I fall for a cistus which turns out to be C. × skanbergii, after we spend the week thinking it was ‘Grayswood Pink’. Mediterranean gardens are usually short on summer flowers, but silvery Californian salvias take over the later garden, joining silver artemisias and better-coloured forms of the chaste tree, Vitex agnus-castus, than the usual washy mauve. These get cut back hard in March. Against the mountain view, there is a billowy hedge of Medicago arborea, and everywhere bees are buzzing and butterflies fluttering.

At home after a week away, the wall has been beautifully mended by Jacob, son of Sally who owns the shop, and his dad. Some plants in the passage have vanished but will not be hard to replace, and it’s such a relief to be able to get out via the back door again that I go to the garden centre to fetch more grit for the embryonic gravel garden and barrow it in from the car.

The garden seems to have jumped two of the seventy-two Japanese seasons. The Corfu blue honesty was barely registering before I left and the pink magnolia only just starting. Now both are blazing. Primroses and blue Anemone blanda are giving way to torrents of cowslips, and forget-me-nots have appeared everywhere, which is fine until they squash later plants, so they will need watching.

A couple of years ago I decided to stop the annual tulip extravaganza. At our last garden, I used to plant thousands in boiled-sweet colours in the big flower beds under the house. This garden is a very different affair, but I did grow some more restrained mixes in the beds for the first few years. Quite apart from the expense, it seems increasingly unsustainable to use tulips as bedding which gets discarded after flowering. Of course, you can lift the bulbs and dry and store them, if there is room, which there certainly isn’t here, but this takes time, and it is tempting to throw them away and just buy more. Before we moved, you could buy a hundred wholesale tulips for £10 to £12; now they cost probably three times that. At the allotment, I have a row of ‘Queen of the Night’ which come up year after year, and there are other long-lasting tulips, but I won’t prove how long they last for me for a few more years. The ones I like, which I want to survive, are ‘Mistress Mystic’, ‘Ballerina’ and all the Viridifloras. The Darwins are said to be perennial, but they are a bit too big for my taste. ‘Antoinette’, which starts yellow and ends pink, has lasted a couple of years in the bed under the apple tree. In grass, the species tulips seem happy, the spidery  ‘Cornuta’, pink saxatilis, crimson hageri ‘Little Beauty’, and the one I love best, T. clusiana, the striped lady tulip, although ‘Peppermint Stick’ tends to be offered instead these days. All these have survived in grass, but the one that does best is apricot yellow T. linifolia ‘Honky Tonk’, which turns out to be a better companion for cowslips than flowers of pink, or red and white combined.

Because there is so much in the orchard now, if I want to add bulbs, I grow them first in a pot and then add them to the gaps in spring. This isn’t totally satisfactory, because I like a scattered rather than a clumpy look. But the ones that are happy should spread slowly, or that is what I hope. I’ve made a note to use bulbs to fill a gap in the bed at the back of the greenhouse where there are primroses everywhere. Since the decision to grow plants which make themselves at home, my new policy is to let them be everywhere. Scilla ‘Spring Beauty’ is increasing, and the Corfu honesty is coming up, so these look like settling. Cowslips are seeding in crowds, in the grass, but I do weed them out of the flower beds. More tiny daffodils would be good. There seem to be fewer Narcissus ‘Segovia’ than I remembered planting and hardly any N. ‘Kokopelli’ this year. Slugs perhaps. Pip, looking in on his way to Wales this afternoon, will probably answer most of my queries.

On the non-appearing bulbs, Pip is reassuring. He thinks they often take a year off, especially if they are newly planted, when they take time to settle, he says. But he looks doubtfully at the dwindling ‘Bengal Crimson’ rose on the courtyard wall and says that his plant looks just as bad. He suspects they like stronger soil and later sends a picture of a flourishing example outside his mother’s house in Wales. On heavy clay. But, but, but: I’ve just seen the same rose in Greece, on limestone rocks, flowering its head off, and I had it in the last Cotswold garden where it did well after a slow start. I’ve ordered some Epsom salts to see if that does the trick. If it’s happy, this species rose has papery crimson flowers from May until the worst frosts. I have R. × odorata ‘Mutabilis’ in the courtyard and that is much more vigorous, and I prune it hard, so that it will regrow fast and flower non-stop. Near the greenhouse there is a second specimen of the Bengal plant that’s doing rather well. ‘Not the same,’ Pip says. About ‘Bengal Crimson’, those in the know talk of getting the correct form, preferably from Chelsea Physic Garden. The courtyard rose is the real thing, the second one came from a reputable nursery and when I look, I have to admit it is slightly paler.

Gardeners often boast of having a particularly good form of a plant. To the uninitiated the difference is imperceptible. I recently bought a plant of Coronilla valentina subsp. glauca ‘Citrina’ to replace one that died. They are short-lived, but I would always want one for its lemon-yellow flowers all winter. Collecting gravel from my favourite nursery at Bathford, I found the same plant on offer, so I bought that too, thinking you can never have enough of a good thing. On comparing them, the local purchase has slightly larger and darker flowers. Both are pretty, but if you look closely, they are not the same.

While we are having tea, Alice gets back from walking the dog home from the allotment. She’s off to Venice next week and when Pip hears that, he asks if she will bring back some seed of the wintersweet which she will find hanging over every garden wall. ‘It’s a particularly good form,’ he says, ‘I collected some once and gave it to Dixter and they raised twenty plants and sold them all.’ Whether Alice will have time to look for Venetian wintersweet is doubtful. My own recent seed-searching experience for Crocus tommasinianus, on a bank in a local village, was a failure. In February at Colesbourne, John Grimshaw told me this was the only reliable way of getting the crocus which I love best. ‘Collect the seed and broadcast it,’ he said, waving at pools of silvery blue. But by mid-April I was too late, so I have ordered a hundred from Shipton Bulbs, who are said to be the only reliable source of true tommasinianus. Although, when I get home, on the doorstep is a pot of what looks like hundreds of my favourites with an unbeatable provenance. When, a month ago, Clare from Sissinghurst told me that Troy would be digging some out of the nut walk, and that she would try to save me some, I thought that’s never going to happen. But she remembered and I am thrilled. Owning any plant from Sissinghurst is an honour. Vita Sackville-West’s gardening articles, which she wrote for the Observer, are still worth reading, even if I suspect she was forbidding to meet. Once, when Adam and Sarah were living at Sissinghurst, they let me stay in Vita’s cottage. I couldn’t sleep one wink, so I prowled the garden in a nightie, overwhelmed by the feeling of a strong and slightly alarming presence.

The ‘distressed wood’ table and chairs in the courtyard get a frown from Pip. I bought them off the Internet to replace the large oak table, which was falling apart, because I needed something to tuck into a corner, so that the courtyard could become a gravel garden. I knew they were not ideal, but thought they would do until I find something better. Nothing like facing the scrutiny of the best gardener and designer I know, combined with Eva coming to photograph this evening for a book about designers’ gardens, to prompt action. Luckily, Alexandra, two miles down the road, sells vintage garden tables and she has a battered-looking green tin table for sale. By eleven, it is in the garden, with a pot of Anemone hortensis and a single chair, and it looks perfect. I send Pip a photograph with a caption saying, ‘Better?’ ‘Very much,’ he texts back. Phew.

It’s a rare client who actually wants to garden. At yesterday’s project, reviving a stately shrubbery which was planted in the sixties, the client, who is a painter, follows every step with her iPad, taking notes and sometimes sketching on the screen. When the gardeners, in a hurry to knock off on Friday, leave agapanthus with tentacles coming up for air in the pots, she copies me, plunging the roots down into soaked soil. With bare hands. As we go indoors, where I will stay the night, I say, ‘I’ll go back again after breakfast and make some more notes.’ ‘Can I come too?’ she asks. So, she does, and we spend two hours looking at what needs doing and what must wait until the autumn. This isn’t work but sheer pleasure, to be with someone who really engages with the project and who sees things with the eye of an artist.

Next week it’s New York, to see William as Putin, otherwise I wouldn’t dare leave the garden again at this time of year. When I was on the NT Gardens Panel, gardeners were never allowed annual leave before the end of May. It is the busiest time for seedlings. I may lose a few, but I hope I will be back for the white banksia rose. I’ve rather given up on the auriculas, the root aphis is now so vexing that I have lost many of the best beauties, even after drenching the roots in neem and washing the pots with hot soapy water before repotting. Dan was saying he was going to give them up too, they are just too needy. Perhaps the answer is to grow fewer and grow them better, and to use the little lean-to shelves for alpines instead.

Trying to send William flowers for his press night in New York tomorrow proves harder than for an English opening. I like to find a bunch that looks as though it has been picked from a garden, and there are several London florists who can manage to do that. US Time Out has a list of Best New York Florists, but all the bunches have titles like ‘You blue me off my feet’ or ‘Orange you surprised’, which probably works better with an American accent. Laura rings, and when I tell her, she says, was there one saying, ‘I hope you rose to the occasion’? I finally found a florist offering a bunch of lily of the valley costing a king’s ransom, which reminds me to go out and see how my own lily of the valley are doing just outside the kitchen door. They spread fast, but they aren’t quite out enough to pick, and they wouldn’t have lasted on the aeroplane anyway, so BloomNation it has to be. But an email in caps from Kevin reads ‘there is a problem with your order’. Too cold for lilies of the valley, he says when I ring, and offers ranunculus, or tulips or freesias. I choose white freesias. Will it be all white on the night?

Last tasks are mowing the tiny lawn, digging out dandelions in the meadow and beheading the only cow parsley plant which is already flowering. I know pollinators like dandelions, but if I allowed any to flower and seed the meadow would be nothing but dandelions. Anyway, bees and butterflies seem quite satisfied with anemones and cowslips.

In New York, Ernie and Arthur offer to drive me to the New York Botanic Garden while William is working all day. I got to know Ernie because he is a snowdrop fanatic. Driving up to the Bronx, spring seems more beautiful than anywhere. Perhaps because William’s apartment is fifty-one floors up with views of skyscrapers and a peek of the Hudson River. For days I have seen no green. When we reach the garden, Sam is there to drive us round in a buggy. We get out to walk around various immaculate collections of plants. Lilacs first, spaced widely enough for us to be able to see the habit of a whole bush. I like the looser single forms, especially syringa ‘Betsy Ross’, with delicate white flowers, a cultivar bred to cope with hot summers. ‘President Lincoln’ is bluer than ‘Firmament’, which I have always liked for its old-fashioned, uncomplicated flowers. Lilacs are such summer passengers that I wouldn’t plant them in a small garden, but my neighbours on either side here have trees, so I don’t need to. If I did want a lilac, it might have to be Syringa persica, which is much more graceful and has darker leaves than common lilac. Or, the Rouen lilac, which is another elegant shrub, and both are deliciously overpoweringly scented.

After lilacs, we look at tree peonies. Whoppers in pinks and crimsons with the occasional single white, but some of their glaucous leaves are beautiful. Then we move on to azaleas, banks of them. It’s Go Big or Go Home territory over here, and everything is bandbox fresh. Even the underplantings are smart. There are blankets of snowy anemones punctuated by painted ferns. Sam says he wants to show us his favourite tree, and we walk up a grassy slope towards a flowering cherry. Sam parts the low branches and leads us into a cavernous hall of cherry, with a roof of blossom and a floor of tangled branches which spread out from the central trunk. In places where the branches touch the ground, they root on landing, and new trees spring up like columns, supporting the flowery ceiling. On a perfect spring day at peak blossom time, it is unforgettable. The label says ‘Fugenzo’, a Japanese flat-topped spreading form of cherry. But when I get home, I see that some nurseries here say it is the same as ‘Shirofugen’.
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Sally who helps to organise working parties in the churchyard wants to meet me there. I used to be involved in various working parties, but it’s more for advice these days that I am needed. The look of the ground around the church is the result of community labour. Nobody gets buried there any more, but there are some old tombstones near the building and a lot of grass, much of it on south-facing slopes with a view of the valley. All of this used to be closely cut, but Peter the compost maker was instrumental in getting a more sustainable approach adopted, and now the grass banks are left to grow wild flowers which are scythed once a year instead of mown. There is already a well-maintained approach to the main door, via a pair of flowery borders, but a bed under the wall has been neglected and in another corner the Garden of Remembrance is overgrown and in need of attention.

Sally has transformed these areas with help from volunteers who come and go, but she wants me to look at how we might improve the experience of being in the Remembrance Garden – a mown space with seats between two semicircular beds. The problem is that both beds have the same inner curve so that their edges seem to line a wide path that you pass through, rather than creating a circle where you want to linger. Sally is a bit dismayed at the idea of changing the edge of one bed from convex to concave, because it means digging out hard-won planted ground and replacing it with grass. We are going to look at it again in the autumn, using a hose to set out the new curve. If the space in the centre of the beds was rounder and the entrance points narrower, it would make the garden a more private place for people to sit undisturbed. The other Sally, Sally the vicar, had suggested that it might be nice to include rosemary somewhere, but the garden is shady, so we wonder if adding rosemary bushes on either side of the sunny entrance might enclose the space and narrow the entrance. Although privately I think evergreens might be better in this particular setting. More thinking will help. It’s always good to have time to make decisions about changes, which is not generally possible when making gardens for clients.

Before leaving the churchyard, I take a look at the cutting patch we made five years ago to provide flowers to pick for the flower arrangers. ‘Grown not flown’ and no oasis at all has been preached by Shane Connolly for years, so this is another sustainable aim. Creating the plot was a major task at the start, because brambles had to be cut down and then hacked out with a mattock. Digging out their roots is harder than levering them with a mattock, which looks like a pickaxe with a broader blade. Because brambles put down roots with every stem which touches the ground, that’s a lot of mattocking, so when clearance had to be done, four of us took it in turns to swing the heavy weapon. It’s a satisfying moment when the root is scooped. After bramble removal, the ground had to be tamed by cardboard and compost, which meant collecting old boxes from the shop to spread on the soil, topped with a five-inch layer of compost. When the cardboard rotted, which it did after about six weeks, we pulled the compost to one side and put down some more flattened boxes. The plot was useable after three months, although there were still quite a lot of bindweed roots to be wrangled out of the ground. The best thing about the ‘no dig’ method is that the weed roots work their way to the top in search of the good stuff, making them easier to pull.

The original plants I supplied were mostly deep red dahlias and blue flowers, but the arrangers say that pale colours stand out better in the dark interior of the church, so some repeat-flowering roses and alstroemeria were added later on. There are some new dark Peruvian lilies which I tolerate, like ‘Indian Summer’, but the paler sorts always seem a bit too floristy for my taste. The pickers put a stern sign on the bed that reads, stems must be pulled, not cut, which is wise if you want to keep picking alstroemerias. But if you want one cut flower to pick all summer, nothing beats cosmos. We used to grow plenty of the white ‘Purity’, until the work involved in annuals became too much. I have less time to devote to keeping the plot in order now, so the flower arrangers keep it tidy, adding plants from their own gardens which they enjoy picking.

The zinnias in the allotment have finally got going. I always sow them late, around the second half of April, or even early May, because they dislike having their growth checked and they can’t be planted out until the weather warms up. It hasn’t been a summer for zinnias, but they are flowering now in dusty pink, and orange and limey green. I like the look of their matt petals, so different from the varnished flowers of dahlias. Dahlias also like sun, but, unlike zinnias, they need plenty of water. There has been no shortage of that in this rainiest of summers, but wet is what slugs like too, so the dahlias have been decimated. I miss them; they are usually the late summer mainstay in both garden and allotment. What to do about slugs is apparently the most asked question in any garden forum. Birds, frogs and hedgehogs will eat some slugs. Grit around plants can help and some swear by coffee grounds, eggshells or wool, because even certified organic slug pellets may damage wildlife. I do still use a few, perhaps five specks per plant, for vulnerable seedlings and fleshy stems like dahlias. Ideally, plants would be grown hard and only put out once the tender early leaves have toughened, but there is never enough room in the greenhouse to keep plants beyond infancy. Nematodes are a bit complicated to use, because the soil needs to be warmer than 5 degrees Celsius day and night, and they only last for about six weeks. You need to get the timing right before shoots appear, but if you do use them the slugs are miraculously devoured by minuscule worms, so there are no corpses to poison the creatures you care about.

I’ve ordered my bulbs. I always hope to get it done in the first fortnight of August. Narcissi need planting in September, and to get bulbs in time you need to be quick, because deliveries get sent out according to when the order is received. This year I should be miles ahead, because in April I ordered jonquils and the impossible to find Crocus tommasinianus from one of the few nurseries who do sell the true tommies, the little silvery self-seeding flowers which I love and have missed since we moved here. I also order a few tulips, which I hope will be perennial, although last year I meant ‘Antoinette’ to be a keeper but then couldn’t bear the sight of brown stems dying in the flower bed. So I dug the bulbs and dried them, and now I must take them out of the string bag where they have hung in the potting shed all summer and plant them in a pot to see if they did survive. In case they fail, I’ve ordered more to put in the beds, as well as a hundred favourite ‘Ballerina’. There is a problem with this lovely orange-scented tulip. There seems to be a false version around which flowers a bit earlier and is distinctly less lovely. I’m not sure which one I will be getting this year, but I’m hoping it will be the ‘true’ form.

Bob next door, best of neighbours, has mown the meadow for me with his heavy-duty petrol strimmer. My small battery strimmer chokes on long grass after a few minutes and, by mid-August in this soaking summer, the grass is as high as I have ever seen it. In past years Bob has returned with his mother’s mower to finish the job, but this year the strimming reduced the meadow down to patches of scalped earth. Wild flower meadows need drastic haircuts if they are to produce more flowers than grass. When I ask how the scalping was achieved, Bob says he decided to top the grass first and then to take it down in several swipes. For once it is not raining, so the cut grass can dry for a few days and then Laura and I rake it and carry most of the hay to the big compost heap at the end of the garden. The removal of grass is vital; left on the meadow it will enrich the ground as it rots, which will favour grass over flowers. A week later the ground gets a second, fiercer, wire-tined raking from Alice. This is to remove any grass left and to discourage moss and thatch. The bare patches are now even barer, which means they are in perfect condition to receive the yellow rattle seed which I collected in June.

We know now that yellow rattle is the wild flower meadow maker’s ally, because it weakens the growth of grass by feeding off its roots. Rattle is an annual, so some will sow itself each year. In case it fails, I like to scatter some from collected seed once the grass has been cut. It needs to be very fresh, so a spring sowing from bought seed is less likely to succeed. As well as rattle, I’ve had an orchid stem upside down in a mug on the dresser for the last month, waiting for the seed to drop. It is now lying at the bottom of the mug and is about as visible as white pepper. I am going to sow that in the bare patches, mixed with some sand so it doesn’t fly away.

The garden seems much smaller once the meadow is mown, and this is the time of year when I am reminded of the apple tree mistake I made when we moved. The three
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