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The Trout Inn

The airframe shuddered as engines roared to maximum pitch. With brakes released the Hastings rolled forward, gathered speed. Through the distorting perspex windows the runway blurred past, streaked with black marks where tyres had touched on landing. A bump, and the grey tarmac dropped away. The spinning wheels locked, lifted heavily into their bays beneath the wings, the bay doors closed. Gently, the engines were throttled back. Small stone houses, donkeys, men in fields slid steadily under the wings that shivered with the vast power held inside them. Mountain slopes, stubbled with pines, rose up in bounds; the Hastings dropped, and lurched a little in currents that buoyed a vulture high above; an ancient walled fort passed by at the summit; the mountains checked, and fell away to the lowlands that flattened out at fields—an orange grove—the grey rocks of the coast—a line of white surf. Slowly, the island of Cyprus sank back into the vastness of the sea.

Exhilaration! We were leaving the Middle East after a grand tour of two and a half years. We grinned; held thumbs up. Soon to see England again!

Narrow shafts of sunlight grew red along the interior, moved up the backs of the grey seats, and hung in brilliance on the red ditching lights in the roof.

The quartermaster brought round coffee, and we arranged ourselves in comfortable attitudes, preparing for the night; talking contentedly while the coffee was warm; happy at the thought of Christmas at home.

Outside the sky was purple-blue, and the stars already bright above the mists of earth. In waves of vibration the engines in their labour seemed to call and answer each other as though in reassurance, like birds on migration crossing vast chasms of space.

I dozed while the great black blades, yellow tipped, drew us through the night towards the distant Alps. Between short snatches of sleep I lay thinking of home, wondering if everything would be as I had left it. Would my canoe be resting under the beams of the garage, beside that of my brother Robbie who also served in the R.A.F.? Would my guns and fishing-rods be as I’d left them under the oaken beams of the attic that resembled an upturned boat?

Dawn came grey and cold as we flew the last leg of the journey. Suddenly somebody shouted, and peering down, I saw a tiny strip of coastline through a ragged hole in the clouds. The French coast! Slowly the Hastings drew towards a bank of cumulus ahead. Soon wisps of vapour were flashing by the window, the aircraft gave a lurch, and was shrouded in a greenish fog that hid the wing-tips. The engines droned on monotonously as we bumped our way onwards. We were told we might have to divert to Cornwall, as the base had poor visibility.

We had been in the fog for half an hour; everyone crowded to the windows hoping for the first sight of England. Then the shroud was gone, and we cheered, staring excitedly at trees and hedges and fields below, and a curving, broad river. Surely that river was familiar? I craned forward, trying to take in the details of its shape before it drifted under the wing. Could this be the country of my boyhood, the fields where I had wandered when at school? Surely that was the river beside which, one Sunday afternoon four years before, it had been decided that I should join the R.A.F.?

On that occasion my father said he supposed it was a question of history repeating itself. When he had asked me what I wanted to do after I’d left school, I did not know what to reply. I was appalled at the idea of leaving the only world in which I was happy.

‘You seem to be rather like I was at your age. Are you sure that you don’t want to go to the university?’

I said I didn’t think I did. He said he had hoped that I and my brothers would all work on his land in Norfolk, and eventually have their own farms; but that was past. Then he said, ‘When is your master coming? I’m supposed to be discussing your future career with him.’

I told him that Tiger was due any moment.

We were waiting in the garden of the Trout Inn, which stood on the right bank of the river. There was a roar in the yard. Tiger had come. We had tea, and my father spoke to him about my career. Tiger seemed to find enormous fun in everything my father said, for he broke out with a genial ‘Oh, rubbish, sir!’ when something was said about the long view and the short view. Then my father said that he agreed that education for character was superior to that for academic distinction for the average boy.

‘I had neither character nor learning when I left school,’ he said.

‘Oh, rubbish, sir!’ yelled Tiger, enthusiastically.

‘Exactly!’ smiled my father. ‘But out of that rubbish came forth—Anyway, Richard’s got a talent for writing, perhaps the ranks of the Royal Air Force are the place to nourish it.’ Tiger did not object to this, and my father, saying good-bye, drove me back to school in his two-litre open Aston-Martin.

I was born under the sign of Leo, in August 1935. At the age of five I went to my first school in the Norfolk village where we lived. Father was then a struggling farmer; four years later he gave up the farm, or, as he put it, the farm gave up him. We went to live in Suffolk, where I attended another village school. Then, apparently, our family fortunes changed, and I was sent across England to a preparatory school near Wales; and thence, after some years, to my school in Devon.

I was sixteen at the time of the tea-party with Tiger, at the Trout Inn.

I had found life enjoyable. The school ran a natural history society, and I belonged to the ornithological branch. Tiger, its head, and ourselves always referred to it as the ‘bird soc.’. He insisted on this unpretentious title so that others would not be discouraged from joining. Some joined in the hope of finding an easy way to spend ‘free activities’ afternoon. Tiger knew them at once, and they did not rejoin the following term.

The winter holidays came, and I went home to Norfolk. I had been reading with great interest C. T. Dalgety’s Wildfowling, a book which once had belonged to my grandfather. The descriptions of duck shooting along the shore at morning break, and again under the cold sea wall at evening, were fascinating. I was determined to get a duck those holidays, and spent the first few days overhauling the canoe and cleaning my beloved .410 gun.

Father had sometimes taken me, when I was small, after teal and mallard and snipe on our old marshes of the Norfolk farm; it was then that I had first become interested in shooting.

The .410 gun was waiting on the chest when I came downstairs at a quarter to five. I had dressed hurriedly, with sheep-skin waistcoat and green verderer’s jacket over the other clothes. Gum boots and waterproof trousers were added because the Common was in gleam. I dragged the canoe out of the yard and across the icy road to the swift flowing Dam, one of the side-waters of the River Waveney.

Thence away and under the bridge, paddling beside branches of trees and by frost-rimed sedges. It was full moon light. The dark swirling water rocked the canoe, as I pushed on up to the flooded Common. Suddenly from the bank there came a swish of wings, and a kraa-ak startled me. The heron flew around for some minutes, crying his hoarse note, until he pitched again in his search for eels and frogs.

I had by now gone a mile up the river from our cottage, and before me was a large, oblong tract of ground enclosed by two grupps, or dykes. This island was covered with tall rank weeds of all kinds, including nettles, ragwort and fat-hen. Here was the home of one of the small colonies of animals introduced to the Broads from North America, called Coypus. Often I had paddled quietly up the dyke, at dusk, but rarely been lucky enough to find them amongst the weed. Possibly this was because I had never before gone there in the light of the moon and the dawn together.

I sat very still in the canoe for some minutes. Soon a strange wailing cry, only uttered once, floated through the air. Looking carefully in front, upon the silvered surface, I noticed the moon’s cold reflection being broken by a small flat head. The coypu swam slowly past me, and uttered again the strange call between wail and whistle. Then after a few seconds another swam slowly past, and joined the first, and together they entered the main river and drifted downsteam on the winter-swollen current. That was all I saw, but it was enough to make me feel anew my love of all wild animals and birds and a regret that all should be persecuted by man and his gun.

Quar-k. A low note, repeated after a few minutes. Dreek, quark, quark. Gone now was the feeling I had had for animals and birds. My heart started to beat faster. I felt for my .410, and slipped into the chamber an Eley Fourlong cartridge. The canoe slid noiselessly along Coypu dyke, until I reached the creek leading across the common. The duck were some way off. Paddling very slowly and quietly, I guided my craft through a network of dykes, coming nearer to the low murmuring sound. The canvas surface of the canoe was now covered with a thick film of ice, that had dripped off my paddles and down the sides. My hands had become numb, and stuck to the paddles.

I saw them, about twenty dark shapes upon the calm flood water; some feeding; others resting. And now with a sick feeling I realized that I had been carried away too much by Dalgety’s book, for in my excitement I had driven the canoe into the mud of shallow water, where it was stuck; and I was beyond range. I crept slowly out of the canoe, but my foot struck a paddle, which clattered. Every head looked up, as the duck tried to see the cause of the noise. I froze, one leg out, one leg in the canoe, and remained like that for ten minutes. The duck, seeing no movement, began quietly to feed again.

After more immobility while holding the gun tight in my right hand, I crawled towards the birds until I was within range. It was an old gun, originally an octagonal-barrelled Holland & Holland .365 (I think); and cartridges being either unobtainable, or very expensive, my father had had it bored out to take .410 cartridges at a Bristol gunsmith’s. Unfortunately the smith had exceeded instructions, for not only had he bored the barrel, but shortened it and turned it so that it was cylindrical, and indistinguishable from any commonplace cheap Belgian affair. So it had been given to me, but I cherished it, as it had belonged to my grandfather when a boy.

Slowly I pulled back the cock. At the click every single bird jumped off the water, I fired wildly and they flew with thrumming wings away into the murk.

I will not record the swear-words with which I cursed myself, as I got back to the canoe, to paddle aimlessly about.

The sky was turning a salmon pink. It was about the time when duck would be flighting back to their daytime resting-places, maybe in the sea miles away. I took out my binoculars and scanned the Common. Far out on the floods was a little dark patch, and looking carefully, I judged it to be a party of ten teal. How could I ‘come to terms with them’? What would Dalgety do? Just as I started to paddle towards them, they got up—a dark mass, and came towards me very high. They were calling with soft whistles to one another, as they flew fast and keen into the rising sun.

I had often seen duck there, and once I had the great luck to view ten greylag geese; but never before had I been so close to wildfowl.

My ambition remained unfilled during those holidays; and by the next August, when duck-shooting started again, who could tell where I should be?

That was the feeling as I went back to Devon, leaving behind me all my treasures until next holidays. The year that lay ahead was to be my last at school, and my feeling was therefore heightened by thoughts that I was seeing and experiencing certain things for the last time. This feeling was at times poignant, as I continued my bird-watching in the woods and across the hills. When the snow of that January came, I followed the tracks of birds and animals across a white world, thinking of the impermanence of each life, and of its hopes.

Our biology master, Tiger, was always full of ideas. One afternoon we made plans to sail, at Easter, on the Broads. Being short of cash, I earned my share of the boat hire by blancoing the webbing of others for the combined cadet force parades, cleaning boots, and doing other jobs. ‘Table money’, we called it.

The plan Tiger had made involved starting from Wroxham, in a ship called Pandora II. He hoped, he told us, to get up to Horsey Mere, but as nobody in our boat could sail, we would probably take a little time learning what to do. He said he proposed to take a pin (4½-gallon cask) of rough cider; also some rockets, to fire at the other two boats in our party, at night. These boats were to be commanded by two other masters—The Major, and the Chaplain.

Tiger and I were great friends; a more high-spirited fellow it was hard to imagine. We were discussing the forthcoming cruise one afternoon, walking by the canal, when we found a dead cygnet under the bank. It had been shot in the back with a .22 rifle. The parent birds were swimming round it, apparently distressed. Tiger was very angry, for most of the past year’s cygnets had gone, having been attacked by foxes, or shot. Food was still scarce in England, although the war had ended six years before. Only two cygnets remained out of the seven hatched. However, the old birds had already started building, so there was hope for them. They were such lovely things to watch.

My last springtime, it seemed, was now very near. Outside my study window, as I sat at prep, a coal-tit sought insects on the old willow tree, dancing about among the twigs, crying ‘If-hee If-hee If-hee’. I thought that he would soon be finding a mate since all the daws which scattered their cries in the windy air were already paired. Among other joys that term, was the thought of getting some badger cubs, and rearing them—Roger, Tiger and I to have a cub each.

One afternoon Tiger invited us to go with him to the sett he had been watching. He was at the wheel of his Le Mans Bentley; Roger and I sat beside him. We had climbed up to the high ground, to see the hamlet among beech trees at the end of the long sloping road. He switched off the engine and we coasted quietly, the warm air sighing past us. We pulled up by the inn, and six men, holding spades and picks, and one a terrier, came forward to greet us. All were broad shouldered and weather-faced, and one, with the index finger of his left hand missing, said, ‘Us better be gettin’ along, for badgers dig master g’rt tunnels, and us want vor vinish to vive o’clock.’ The others agreed; and to the excited yapping of the terrier we walked down the road and through the gate into the coombe. Wood pigeons clattered from the ivy-crowned oaks, and a buzzard flapped from a pile of sticks where later on it would lay its eggs. We walked through old bracken and under pines where flitted the tiny goldcrest, until coming to a clearing the men threw down their spades and took off their coats. Roger and I went forward to get a close look, for this was the stronghold of the ancient family of Brocks, that had tunnelled here perhaps before Doomsday. Holes a foot in diameter, with a cartload of red earth in front of each, led into the ground; and as we searched we found many of them, each connected by a wide trodden path.

We went back to the men, and saw one slip the terrier off his lead and let it creep into a hole. Almost immediately it started to yap, signifying that it had found a badger. I wondered if it was nipping it from behind, or had come face to face with brock. Only extremely brave terriers would face up to a badger in its ‘oven’; the badger was twice its size with thrice its strength. Many a badger had gripped a terrier with its double-lock jaws, causing the terrier’s bones to crack and splinter. That, as Tiger told us, was the reason for the striped head—a warning to all animals to keep clear of brock, like the distinctive yellow and black stripes on the wasp, and those on the cinnabar moth caterpillar which has a bitter taste.

The men immediately started to dig above the terrier, six feet under the red earth. First the picks tore at the packed rootlets, then as the sweating men stood back the earth was shovelled out, until they had a hole four feet deep, when picks could no longer be used. Several small boys, attracted by the noise, darted about excitedly.

All this time the terrier had been yapping incessantly, and when the hole was six feet deep the noise became very loud and the men were warned by its owner to dig carefully, for fear of striking its back, since they expected any moment to come upon the scruffy hair of either badger or terrier. The farmer who owned the wood and who had had a rogue badger attack his hens, started to scrabble in his excitement with his hands at the now heaving earth, but . . . the publican said, ‘Don’ ee do that, Bill; remember that’s how I lost my finger,’ and with a serious face he held up his hand to show the stump.

While he was doing this, the men cheered. I thrust myself forward to see what was going on down the hole. I saw a very dirty and blood-flecked terrier, barking hysterically into the white-arrowed face of an animal covered with thick grey hair. Their faces were not an inch apart, and the badger every few seconds tried to bite the terrier’s head, but it could not find a grip and its teeth each time clicked shut, tearing off a few hairs.

The farmer called for the tongs and the sack, and reaching down into the hole, deftly caught the badger round the neck with the iron pincers and tried to pull it out. The badger stood firm, so the men dug the rest of the tunnel away, and, helped by the publican, pulled the kicking animal out and dropped it into the sack. They tied it up and hung it to the branch of a tree, and there it stayed until the men went home later that evening and took it with them, though what they did with it I shall never know.

It was only four o’clock when the badger was bagged, so another dig was suggested farther along the bank. The men immediately agreed, for this was to them their Saturday afternoon’s entertainment, like the watched football match to the city workers. That it was hard manual work was irrelevant, for they had laboured with their bodies since boyhood, working from dawn till dusk sometimes on the same land that had been worked in their families for centuries.

About a hundred yards along the bank the terrier was slipped into another hole. After a few moments there began again the incessant yapping. This time, however, the bark seemed to be higher-pitched and more urgent, and the farmer said ‘Vox, shouldn’ wonder’. They dug deep, going into the side of the hill. After a while one of the boys was dispatched to the inn, to bring refreshments. During his absence there was a crashing in the undergrowth and the publican’s son arrived on a horse that looked as though it should have been between the shafts of a tumbril. He had two baskets slung either side of the horse’s neck, and from these brought forth quart bottles of rough cider. Tiger told us that it had been pressed in a village two miles away in the valley, where orchards grew by the river. The men welcomed the break, and took the cider—first offering some to us—then drinking nearly a whole bottle each. Roger and I drank a little but we had not been brought up on the stuff, so quietly we gave ours to Tiger, who appeared to drink it with gusto, though giving the men, I thought, rather a forced grin to show that he thought it excellent.

It was half-past seven before they broke through to the terrier. The unearthing of the badger had been exciting, but what we saw now was thrilling. Not so much to the men, but to us, for something that the farmer said made our hearts leap. ‘There’s cubs!’

Cubs! Something we had always wanted, but which had seemed impossible to obtain. Tiger leaped around in excitement. ‘Save them if you can, we’d like to tame them,’ he said.

‘Best kill the lot,’ said the farmer, ‘they be a dalled nuisance; that old vixen’s been after my chickens. Look at all they feathers!’

The loose earth had been cleared from the bottom of the hole now, and we looked down into it. The terrier had firm hold of the end of a tawny brush and was trying to pull it out, snarling fiercely and with eyes popping. By his side, with torn bleeding throat, lay a small dusky bundle, and the men took the terrier out lest it kill any more cubs, and then tried to pull out the vixen. Like the badger she braced her back against the roof. In front of her, which she was so desperately trying to protect, were her cubs. The farmer grasped her tail and pulled, but could not move her. The publican tried, and the others put their arms round his waist and pulled him. Suddenly they all fell backwards into a confused, cursing heap, and the farmer triumphantly held up the beautiful tawny brush.

I couldn’t believe it at first, and rushed to the hole and looked inside to see. The vixen hadn’t moved an inch. Blood trickled down her legs from the ugly red wound, but she held; and I suddenly felt very sorry for the wounded beast, but the men, hardened to such things, didn’t mind, but quickly reached for her back legs to pull her out. She came up fighting all the way, twisting round to bite the hand that held her legs, but a swift stroke of the pickaxe into her throat killed her. Thick dark red blood oozed from the hole and the farmer dipped his fingers into the blood and, approaching Tiger, said, ‘Old custom, zur, us bloods all newcomers!’ With delighted shrieks of laughter from the crowd of grubby urchins who should have been in bed, he smeared the blood across Tiger’s cheeks. Then it was our turn and we accepted it, proud in the excitement of the moment. The children crowded round then, clamouring to be blooded, but the farmer said, ‘You little tackers have seen enough digs, you’ll soon be proper redskins!’

Suddenly the cubs were remembered, and the publican dug the roof of the tunnel away and thrust a hand into the lair. We expected to hear snapping and snarling and him withdrawing a nipped finger, but he drew forth a tiny frightened cub that could not even have nipped a beetle. He handed it up and Tiger, who, looking very happy, took it and stroked its fluffy chocolate fur. Four more were brought out; Roger and I took one, and Tiger, keen not to let such an opportunity slip, took the other two, explaining to the farmer that there were two boys back at the school who would like them.

They were the most fascinating little creatures I had yet seen. They showed not the slightest mistrust for us or our scent, as I would have thought, but rather appeared to take us for their mother, for when put inside our jackets, they crawled to the warmest and safest place to nestle there, going to sleep. They had beautiful pointed intelligent faces, large bright eyes and, it seemed, outsize ears. They were only about a foot long, including the stubby tail, and the farmer said they would be about two months old.

Soon after this we left for the village, for it was already getting dark, and we had yet to find temporary shelter and also food for the cubs. We said good-bye to the men at the pub, where Tiger promised to see them the next evening for ‘pints all round’ and then into the Bentley and off up the hill and over the crest where far below shone the mellow light of oil lamps in the valley from cottage windows; and chimney-smoke arose through the mist-laden air.

The cubs were a problem to feed. We had solved the shelter problem by enclosing a strip of ground in front of their hut with wire-netting, with plenty of loose earth and sand piled up for them to play in. But food was a different matter; twice a day it was a worry, for we didn’t know where it was coming from. At first the kitchens, taking a great interest in the pets, supplied surreptitiously, scraps of liver and meat, but having discovered that they were expected to produce this indefinitely, soon ceased. Tiger was forced to buy offal from the butcher, though because he was so passionately fond of the cubs, it was often liver he brought back; and he gave up smoking in consequence.

But the pleasure the cubs gave us was worth all the worry and trouble we had over them. Their most endearing quality was a complete trust and friendship, which showed itself from the start and never failed to amaze me when I considered how frightened and elusive they were in the wild state. We spent all our spare time playing with them; and crowds of boys, often with cameras, would come and watch, standing at a respectful distance. We named them each according to his fancy. Mine was Vicky, because, it was a vixen; Tiger’s name for his dog, the largest of the five, was Jody. Another was Gent, but I have forgotten the other two.

Although they appeared to have accepted us, the cubs occasionally succumbed to homesickness, or at least I think that is what it must have been, for, quite suddenly, during the feed or while playing with us, they would wander away uttering sharp melancholy barks, rising and falling in pitch rather in the same way as a wolf’s howling. Then we would comfort them and gradually they would quieten, until soon they would come straight to us when the attack of melancholia came on, and bury their heads deep in our coats, or try to creep up our jacket sleeves. There they would snuggle for a while, apparently sleeping. However, after a week or so they lost all these traces and settled down. Gosh! the energy of those cubs! We played with them in all our spare moments, and when we left them for a while, they would romp and tussle like young kittens, biting, clawing, growling at each other as their needle teeth pricked the skin. I liked to believe that they knew each of us individually, but really they came dashing to anyone who appeared, though of course each of us took his own.
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Fox Cubs in a Boat

At the end of the Spring Term all the early nests of thrushes and blackbirds we had watched and made record cards of were filled with frozen snow. Would the bitter spell last, and ruin our Broads trip? Those reedy sheets of shallow water were reported to be freezing up. Anxiously we listened to the B.B.C. weather reports. The fox cubs had been miserable in their concrete hut when the first snow had come with a piercing wind from Exmoor. Tiger had taken them to his digs, hoping to keep them from the notice of his landlady.

For the last days of that term we got up early and took bread and scraps, given, after some persuasion, by the maid in the housemaster’s kitchen for the starving birds grubbing in the white hedge-bottoms. Our mistle-thrush sang as usual at break of day from the elm in the drive. Roger and I felt a deep regard for this bird that spurned such hard times.

On the day before breaking up Tiger telephoned to the boat-yard. We waited outside the box tensely, for we knew a word from Norfolk would ruin everything. He talked with his back to us. We heard nothing, for the wind skitted all around. Then he opened the door, gave a thumbs up, and grinned.

‘It’s not half so bad in Norfolk as here, surprisingly. They had a little cat-ice on Horsey Mere one morning, but it soon went. And there’s hardly any snow. We’re all set!’

The Major planned the Broads trip like a military operation. We gathered in his study and were briefed on every one of a great number of minute details. Then we had a discussion; some of our ideas were incorporated in his plans. He was a spare upright man with huge brown moustaches that never dared to droop. He taught history and occasionally Latin, but he was, above all, the soldier, his rectitude renewed with every horizontal brushing of his moustaches.

‘You will entrain at the station at 0905 hours and arrive at Wroxham at 1635 hours. Transport will be provided but is subject to the amount of kit carried.’

Endless procedure about packing of stores and making beds and general first-night activities.

‘We shall weigh anchor at 0800 in the morning and sail for about. . . .’

‘What?’ It was the voice of a smiling Tiger, ‘eight o’clock? A bit early, old boy, surely? We shall only have been abed a few hours.’

‘Well, you types can lie in bed if you like, but really no later than 0900, or you’ll miss the rendezvous.’

Three boats were to be under the Major as commodore; one under Tiger, the other in command of the Chaplain (R.N.V.R., retd.).

Only a week now remained till the end of term. The ornithological society had finished the trapping and ringing of birds. Roger and I were busy in the evenings in our study, making out the reports for the science magazine, in the form of observations. I wrote one on the Early Vernal Dawn Chorus. It seemed to me that what I said contributed nothing to science but was possibly interesting in that it could be compared with the records of earlier years. We were writing these up in prep-time, though not with the normal surreptitiousness of placing the pages in a large atlas which could be shut quickly, for at the end of term the housemaster, who had shoes soled with rubber, and had a habit of suddenly walking in with a casual ‘Well?’ was more lenient. The daily grind of churning out exports and imports, mountains, rivers and bays would soon be at an end, for him as for us. The ease of approaching term’s end was upon us all.

The bell for end-of-prep rang, and we went down for buns and cocoa. Only another six days now! That evening we had all been, once again, to the Major’s study.

‘This,’ he had said impressively, ‘is the final briefing I will be giving you.’ Once again he had gone over the plans, to be sure nothing could go wrong.

‘Well,’ said Tiger, ‘I’ve got to get back to my digs and do the final packing. Got to leave no later than two o’clock. The Bentley’s in hospital so I’ve got to go all the way on my bike. I’ll come and see you before I leave.’

‘I don’t fancy that ride
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RicEaRD CALVERT WILLIAMSON

The moon on the one hand, the dawn on the other:
The moon is my sister, the dawn is my brother.
The moon on my left and the dawn on my right:
My brother, good morning; my sister, good night.
Hirare Berroc
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