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For those who learned
to live with what was never said.
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Epigraph
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“There are silences that do not ask to be broken,
only to be understood.”—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface
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There are lives that unfold not through events, but through pauses.

This book gathers such moments—small, almost invisible shifts that occur beneath the surface of ordinary days. A glance that lingers too long. A sentence that stops midway. The quiet presence of someone who no longer speaks, yet has not entirely left.

These stories do not seek resolution. They resist clarity in the way memory does—returning in fragments, in altered tones, in spaces where certainty dissolves. What remains is not what happened, but how it was felt.

The people who move through these pages are often close to one another—bound by family, by time, by shared spaces—yet separated by distances that cannot be measured. They live under the same roofs, walk through the same rooms, and carry within them unspoken histories that shape every silence.

If there is a thread that holds these stories together, it is this: that absence is not always the opposite of presence. Sometimes, it is its most enduring form.
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To the quiet hours that ask nothing
and reveal everything.
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What does it mean to listen—to a room, to a memory, to a silence that refuses to name itself?

In Circles of Clouds, the stories move like weather—slowly, often without warning, and sometimes without consequence that can be easily described. There are no storms that announce themselves loudly here. Instead, there are shifts in air, in light, in the weight of a familiar space.

Each story stands on its own, yet echoes another. A courtyard in one becomes a memory in another. A voice heard faintly in passing returns, altered, in a different moment. The boundaries between stories are porous, as they are in life—where what is left behind rarely stays there.

These are not stories of what happens, but of what remains.
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1. Clouds over the Courtyard
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By late afternoon, the courtyard had already begun to gather its quiet.

It was not a silence that arrived suddenly. It came in layers—first in the slowing of footsteps along the corridor, then in the faint closing of a door somewhere inside, and finally in the way the air itself seemed to hold back, as if waiting for something unnamed to pass through it.

She noticed it, as she always did.

Standing near the low parapet, her fingers resting lightly against its rough edge, she looked up—not directly at the sky, but at the space it occupied above the square of the courtyard. A measured, contained sky. A sky that did not stretch but stayed, framed by the walls of the house.

Clouds had begun to gather.

Not the dark, swollen kind that promised rain. These were lighter, uncertain—like thoughts that had not yet decided whether to stay or dissolve.

She watched them for a long time.

From the kitchen behind her came the faint metallic sound of a lid being adjusted, then the soft hiss of something settling on a low flame. It was a familiar rhythm, one she had known for years, yet today it seemed distant, as if occurring in a house that was almost, but not entirely, her own.

“Tea will cool.”

The voice came from behind, without insistence. It did not cross the courtyard fully; it lingered near the doorway, as though unwilling to travel further.

She did not turn immediately.

“I will have it,” she said, after a pause that was just long enough to be noticed, but not questioned.

Footsteps retreated. Not hurried. Not slow. Simply withdrawn.

She remained where she was.

Something had shifted.

She could not say when it had begun. There had been no moment she could return to, no word that had marked the change. It was like waking up with the faint memory of a dream—not the dream itself, but the knowledge that something had been there, and was now gone.

Or perhaps not gone. Altered.

She lifted her hand from the parapet and pressed her fingers together, as though testing whether they still carried the warmth of the stone. They did. Yet even that warmth felt uncertain, as if it belonged to an earlier hour.

Inside, a chair scraped lightly against the floor.

He must have sat down.

She pictured it without looking—the slight bend of his back, the way he would reach for the cup before it had fully settled on the table, the pause before the first sip. She knew these details not because she had watched them closely, but because they had repeated themselves so often that they had become part of the house itself.

And yet, in that moment, the image did not settle fully. It hovered, incomplete.

She turned then, slowly, and stepped back into the room.

The light had changed. It always did at this hour—entering from the high window in a slant that divided the room into two unequal halves. One side held more shadow than the other, though neither was entirely dark.

He sat near the table, as she had imagined.

The cup was in his hand, but he had not yet lifted it.

For a brief moment, neither spoke.

It was not an unusual silence. They had shared many such silences before. But this one seemed to carry a different weight, as though it contained something that had not yet found its place.

“You should drink it,” she said.

He nodded, almost imperceptibly, and raised the cup.

She moved toward the opposite chair and sat down, her hands resting in her lap. She did not reach for her own cup immediately. Instead, she watched the thin line of steam rise and disappear before it could fully form.

“You were outside,” he said, after a while.

“Yes.”

“The clouds?”

She glanced toward the courtyard again, though the doorway only offered a partial view.

“They are gathering,” she said.

He did not respond.

A faint crease appeared between his brows—not deep enough to suggest concern, not shallow enough to be dismissed. It remained there, unacknowledged.

She wondered, not for the first time, what he saw when he looked at the sky.

Did he see what she saw? Or did the clouds remain, for him, only clouds—shapes without meaning, passing without leaving anything behind?

She picked up her cup.

The tea had cooled, just as he had said it would.

She took a sip anyway.

It was not unpleasant. Just less than it had been.

—
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The house had always held sound differently.

In the mornings, it carried voices easily—allowing them to move from one room to another without obstruction. By afternoon, it absorbed them. Words spoken then seemed to settle quickly, as though the walls had grown accustomed to holding more than they released.

She moved through the rooms with a familiarity that did not require thought. Each object had its place, each space its rhythm. And yet, today, there was a slight hesitation in her steps, as if the distances between things had altered in ways too small to measure.

In the bedroom, the window remained half open.

The curtain stirred gently, though there was no noticeable breeze. It lifted and fell in a slow, uneven motion, like breath that could not quite find its pattern.

She stood there for a moment, watching it.

There had been a time when she would have adjusted it—either closing the window fully or tying the curtain back so it would not move. She had liked things to settle, to remain where they were placed.

Now, she let it be.

The movement, though slight, seemed to hold something she could not name.

On the table near the bed lay a book, its pages marked by a thin strip of cloth. She had not read it in days. Or perhaps longer. Time had begun to fold into itself, making it difficult to distinguish between what had just passed and what had been lingering for a while.

She picked it up, opened it, and then closed it again without reading.

Words felt distant.

Not absent, but unwilling.

—
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By evening, the clouds had thickened.

The courtyard darkened earlier than usual, the light retreating before it had fully settled. The edges of the walls blurred slightly, as though the house itself had begun to withdraw into its own shadow.

She lit the lamp.

Its glow was steady, but contained—illuminating only what was near, leaving the rest to suggestion.

He stood by the doorway, looking out.

“Will it rain?” he asked.

“Perhaps,” she said.

They both knew that it might not.

The clouds had a way of gathering without consequence. Of suggesting something that never quite arrived.

He stepped into the courtyard, his gaze lifted.

For a moment, she watched him from where she stood.

There was something in the way he held himself—an almost imperceptible stillness, as if he, too, was waiting. But for what, she could not tell.

She wanted to ask.

Not about the rain. Not about the clouds. Something else—something that had been forming quietly over time, without words to shape it.

But the question did not come.

It remained at the edge of thought, unfinished.

He turned then, as though sensing her gaze, and their eyes met briefly.

In that glance, there was recognition.

Not of something new, but of something that had been there, unnoticed, and was now, suddenly, impossible to ignore.

He opened his mouth slightly, as if to speak.

Then closed it.

The moment passed.

—
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Night settled slowly, without clarity.

The house grew quieter, but not entirely still. There were small sounds—the shifting of wood, the distant bark of a dog, the faint echo of footsteps from a neighboring home.

She lay awake, her eyes tracing the faint outline of the ceiling.

Beside her, his breathing was steady.

She turned her head slightly, not enough to disturb him, but enough to see the curve of his shoulder in the dim light.

There had been a time when she would have reached out.

Now, she did not.

It was not reluctance. Nor was it distance in the way she might have once understood it. It was something more subtle—a hesitation that had no clear source.

She wondered if he felt it too.

If, in the space between them, something had shifted—not enough to be named, but enough to be lived with.

Outside, the clouds held.

No rain came.

And yet, the air carried the weight of it—the suggestion, the promise, the absence.

She closed her eyes.

Sleep did not arrive immediately.

When it did, it came lightly, like the clouds—hovering, uncertain, never fully settling.

—
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In the morning, the courtyard looked unchanged.

The sky had cleared. The walls stood as they always had. The parapet held the same warmth under her touch.

And yet, as she stood there again, looking up at the now empty sky, she felt it.

The shift had not passed.

It had remained.

Not visible. Not spoken.

But present.

Like clouds that had once gathered—
and, even after dispersing, left the air altered in ways that could not be undone.
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2. The Room That Listens
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There was a room in the house that did not belong to anyone in particular. It stood between two corridors, neither entirely within nor fully apart—a passage of sorts, though it led nowhere that could not be reached by other ways. Its door was rarely closed, yet seldom fully open. Most days, it remained in that uncertain half-state, like a thought interrupted before it could take shape.

She had not always noticed it.

In the early years, the house had seemed too full—of movement, of voices, of the small urgencies that leave little space for stillness. Rooms had purposes then. They held people, objects, intentions. Even silence, when it came, was brief and functional—an interval between words, not something that lingered on its own.

But this room had always been there.

She understood that now.

Standing at its threshold, she could not recall when she had first entered it with awareness rather than in passing. It was as though the room had waited to be noticed—not by drawing attention to itself, but by quietly remaining.

The floor was bare except for a thin rug that had long since lost its original color. The walls were unadorned. A single window, set high, allowed light to enter without offering a view—illumination without context.

Nothing in the room insisted on being seen.

And yet, once inside, it was difficult to leave without carrying something away.

She entered it that afternoon without clear intention. Or perhaps the intention had been present all along, only unrecognized.

From the kitchen, the sound of boiling milk rose and settled. A spoon struck the edge of a vessel with a contained, metallic note. From another room, his voice had called out something—she had heard it, perhaps, but not fully. Or not in a way that required response.

“Did you keep the keys?”

It had been a simple question.

She had answered, she thought. Or had meant to. The distinction no longer felt certain.

When she became aware of herself again, she was already standing at the doorway of the room.

The air inside felt different. Not cooler in temperature, but quieter in presence. It held less of the day, less of the movement that passed through the rest of the house. Time seemed to enter here more slowly, as though unwilling to disperse.

She stepped in.

The rug shifted slightly beneath her foot, releasing a faint scent—aged, layered, not unpleasant. A quiet accumulation of time.

She stood still.

At first, there was nothing.

Then, gradually, she became aware of how the room held sound—not the immediate sounds of the house, but something softer, less defined.

It was not that she heard words.

She sensed their residue.

There had been conversations here. Not many, and not deliberate. But enough.

She moved toward the wall and placed her hand against it. The surface was cool—smooth in places, uneven in others. Her fingers traced a faint mark, the remnant of something once fixed there and later removed.

She could not recall what it had been.

A shelf, perhaps. A hook. A picture that had not remained.

The memory hovered, incomplete.

“You never listen.”

The words came without warning.

Not from outside. Not from any present voice.

They seemed to rise from within the room itself, as though the wall beneath her hand had released them.

She withdrew her hand.

For a moment, she remained still, as if movement might disturb what had surfaced.

“You never listen.”

Had she said it?

Or had it been said to her?

The tone did not settle into certainty.

She tried to place it—to attach it to a particular moment, a conversation, a day. The effort only diffused it further.

The room offered no context.

Only presence.

She sat on the rug.

Light from the high window fell in a narrow band, dividing the room into two quiet halves. Dust moved within it—slow, unhurried, as though it had nowhere else to be.

She watched for a time.

Then, without intending to, she spoke.

“I did.”

The words were soft, almost absorbed before they had fully formed.

“I did listen.”

The room did not respond.

But something shifted—not in the air, not in the light, but within her.

Fragments surfaced—partial, overlapping, unsequenced.

“You think everything can wait.”
“It was not the right time.”
“You always say that.”
“I thought you understood.”
“Understanding is not the same as knowing.”
They did not arrive in order. They did not belong to a single moment. They layered themselves, distinct yet inseparable.

She closed her eyes.

The room seemed to draw closer—not physically, but in attention. As though it were listening.

There had been an evening.

She remembered it now, not in detail, but in outline. The light had been dim. The house quieter than usual. Something had been said—something that had not been intended to carry the weight it did.

“I will go tomorrow.”

His voice.

Not raised. Not final. Simply stated.

She had been near a doorway—this one, perhaps, though she could not be certain.

“Tomorrow?” she had repeated.

A pause.

“It is only for a few days.”

She had nodded. Or perhaps she had not. The memory refused clarity.

“You didn’t ask why.”

The sentence surfaced now, in the present.

She opened her eyes. The room remained unchanged, but the words lingered.

“You didn’t ask why.”

She pressed her palms into her knees.

“I knew,” she said.

But did she?

Or had she only believed she did?

The distinction had not mattered then. It did now.

A sound passed through the corridor—a footstep, unhesitating.

Life continued outside.

Inside, time held.

She leaned back, her shoulder against the wall. It was solid, unyielding—and yet it carried something she could not dismiss.

There were other moments. Smaller, quieter.

A sentence interrupted by someone entering the room.
A question redirected.
A reply softened, altered, or left incomplete.
Words shaped, then reshaped, until they no longer resembled their original form.

She had not thought of them as lost.

Only postponed.

But here, they did not feel postponed.

They felt present.

Unresolved.

“Say it clearly.”

The voice was sharper now. Closer.

She turned slightly, as though expecting someone to be there.

No one was.

Only the wall. Only the light.

“I did,” she said again, though with less certainty.

“No,” came the quiet reply—not heard, but understood. “You said what could be said.”

The distinction settled heavily.

What could be said.

Not what was.

She lowered her gaze.

Her hands had stilled.

She tried to recall a time when she had spoken without measure—without adjusting her words to suit the moment, the person, the space between them.

There had been such times.

Before.

But before had become difficult to locate.

The room did not accuse. It did not insist.

It only held.

And in holding, it revealed.

She became aware of how her voice had changed—not in sound, but in shape. How it had learned to curve around certain subjects, to soften certain edges, to pause where once it might have continued.

At the time, it had not felt like restraint.

It had felt like care.

Now, she was no longer certain.

Care for whom?

The question rose and remained unanswered.

Outside, a door closed. Metal touched metal. The day continued.

She remained.

There was another memory—not of words, but of their absence.

A moment when something had been expected—something necessary—and nothing had been said.

She searched for it.

Found only its outline.

A silence that had lasted longer than it should have.
A look that had not been held.
A turning away.
“You could have stopped me.”

This voice was quieter. Almost weary.

“You could have said something.”

Her throat tightened.

“I thought...” she began, then stopped.

The sentence did not complete itself.

“I thought you had decided.”

The room received the words. Held them. Did not return them.

She leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. The posture felt unfamiliar.

Her fingers trembled slightly—not from fear, but from recognition.

The room was not creating anything new.

It was uncovering.

Each word that surfaced had existed before—spoken, half-spoken, or withheld. Here, they were given space—not to resolve, but simply to be.

The light shifted. The narrow band from the window moved across the floor, touched the edge of the rug, then receded.

Time had passed.

She had not measured it.

Here, measurement felt unnecessary.

There was only before and after—and a long, unmarked middle.

She stood slowly. Her knees resisted, as though reluctant to release her.

For a moment, she remained where she was, her hand once again resting against the wall.

It felt the same.

And not.

“I did listen,” she said one last time.

The words did not echo.

They settled—somewhere between acceptance and doubt.

At the doorway, she paused.

The corridor beyond was unchanged. The same light. The same quiet movement of the house continuing its day.

She could step out. Return. Resume.

Nothing outside required acknowledgment of what had occurred within.

She knew this.

And yet, she did not move immediately.

Behind her, the room remained—not empty, not full, simply present.

Listening.

Always listening—not to what was spoken aloud, but to what remained after words had been shaped, softened, or set aside.

She stepped out.

The sounds of the house returned—clearer now, more defined.

A voice called from another room.

She turned toward it and answered.

Her tone was steady. Unremarkable.

Nothing in it revealed where she had been.

But later, as she passed the doorway again, she felt it—a subtle shift.

Not in the room.

In herself.

As though something had been placed where there had once been absence.

Or perhaps something had been removed, making space.

That night, when the house had quieted and the lights had been dimmed one by one, she lay awake.

Beside her, his breathing followed its familiar rhythm.

She listened—not to the sound, but to the spaces between.

There were words there, too—unspoken, unformed, waiting.

She did not turn toward him, nor away.

She remained where she was, aware.

Somewhere in the house, the room remained—its door neither fully open nor entirely closed, holding what it had been given, releasing nothing, and yet altering the shape of everything that passed through it.

In the days that followed, she did not return immediately.

The room did not call.

It did not need to.

Its presence had already extended beyond its walls—into pauses between conversations, into hesitations before replies, into the awareness of what was said and what was not.

“You never listen.”

The sentence returned once, faintly.

She did not resist it.

Nor did she accept it entirely.

She allowed it to remain incomplete.

Like the room.

One afternoon, without deciding to, she found herself there again—at the threshold.

The light was softer now.

The air unchanged.

She stepped in.

The rug received her weight. The walls remained.

Waiting—not for new words, but for those that had not yet found their way.

She did not speak.

She sat.

She listened—not to the room, but through it.

And somewhere beneath what had been said and what had not, she sensed it:

a quiet space,

not empty,

not filled,

but open.

As though, in the act of listening, the room had made possible something that had not existed before.

Not an answer.

Not a resolution.

But a place where words, when they came, might not need to be altered, withheld, or carried elsewhere.

She remained in that awareness for a long time—until the light shifted, until the house called her back, until the room once again settled into its silence

and listened.
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3. A Pause between Two Sentences
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The sentence had almost formed. It had risen, steady and certain, shaped by a thought she had carried for some time—one that had waited quietly for the right moment to emerge. The words had arranged themselves with care, as they always did: not hurried, not careless, but measured.

And then, just before they could cross into sound, she stopped.

It was not a deliberate act. The pause came of its own accord—subtle at first, barely noticeable. A slight holding back of breath. A hesitation so brief it might have passed for nothing at all.

But it did not pass. It remained.

Across the table, he waited. Not visibly, not with any outward sign of expectation. His hand rested near the cup, fingers lightly curved around its edge. The tea had already cooled, though neither of them remarked on it.

“You were saying something,” he said.

His voice was even, without urgency.

She looked at him. For a moment, she could not remember what she had intended to say. The thought was still there somewhere—its outline intact—but the words that had begun to shape it had loosened, as though they no longer belonged to her in the same way.

“It was nothing,” she said.

He nodded. Not in agreement, not in dismissal, but simply as one acknowledges a completed exchange.

The unfinished sentence settled between them.

It was not the first time.

There had been other pauses—moments when speech had approached its own edge and then withdrawn. At first, she had not noticed them. Or rather, she had noticed them only in passing: small interruptions in the flow of conversation, quickly absorbed into the larger rhythm of daily life.

Gradually, something changed.

The pauses began to lengthen. To acquire weight. To remain, even after words resumed. She became aware of them in the way one becomes aware of a faint sound at night—not because it grows louder, but because everything else grows quieter.

The house had its own language of pauses.

In the mornings, they were brief and functional—spaces between instructions, questions, replies. By afternoon, they stretched slightly, accommodating fatigue and distraction. By evening, they deepened, acquiring a density that was difficult to define.

It was in these evening pauses that she began to listen—not to what was said, but to what was withheld.

“Will you be late tomorrow?”

The question came as they cleared the table. She wiped her hands slowly, drying them against the edge of her sari.

“I don’t think so,” she said.

A pause followed—short, ordinary, and yet something in it remained.

He placed the cup in the sink, adjusting its position slightly, as though ensuring it would not slip.

“I might have to go out,” he said.

She nodded. The gesture felt complete.

And yet—

There was something else. Not in the words, but in the space that followed them. She felt it before she understood it—a slight tension, like a thread drawn too tight but not yet breaking.

“You might have to,” she repeated.

He did not respond. The pause extended—never long enough to demand attention, yet long enough to alter the air.

She could have asked where, or why. The questions rose briefly, then settled.

“It will be fine,” she said.

He turned off the tap. Water dripped once, twice, then stopped.

“Yes,” he said. “It will be.”

The conversation ended, but the pause did not.

Later, in the quiet of the bedroom, she returned to it—not to the words, which were simple and unremarkable, but to the space between them.

“You might have to go out.”
“You might have to.”
What had remained unsaid there?

She tried to locate it. It resisted—neither entirely hidden nor fully revealed. A suggestion. An absence shaped like something that could have been spoken.

She turned on her side, facing away from him. His breathing was steady, unaffected—or so it seemed. She wondered if he, too, had felt it, or if, for him, the sentence had ended where it had been spoken.

The next day unfolded with quiet precision. Morning light entered the rooms without hesitation. Doors opened and closed. Voices rose and fell. Nothing appeared altered.

And yet, beneath it, she sensed it. The pauses had begun to gather—not in any one place, but everywhere.

She noticed them in small exchanges.

“Have you seen—”
“No.”
A pause—before the object was named, before the question was completed—as though both of them already knew what was being asked and chose not to finish it.

In the afternoon, she sat by the window, mending a loose seam. The thread moved in and out of the fabric with steady repetition. Her hands knew the motion, but her attention drifted—not away, but inward.

Her thoughts no longer moved in complete sentences. They paused, interrupted themselves, left spaces.

“I should ask—”

About what?

The thought did not continue. It remained suspended.

She set the needle down. The fabric rested unfinished in her lap.

There had been a time when words came easily—not in abundance, but with clarity. She had known what she meant and how to say it. Now, meaning seemed to arrive before language and linger after it. Words, when they came, felt secondary, incomplete.

There was no single moment when this had begun. No clear division between before and after. Only a gradual shift—a slow turning, like light changing across a wall so gradually it escapes notice until it is already different.

That evening, he returned later than usual. She heard the door open, then close with a soft, controlled sound. His footsteps moved through the corridor, paused briefly near the living room, then continued.

“You’re back,” she said.

“Yes.”

A pause.

“I thought you might be late.”

“I was delayed.”

The sentences were complete, sufficient. And yet, as they settled, she felt it again—the space between them widening, not in distance, but in meaning.

She waited for something more. It did not come.

“Did you eat?” she asked.

“No.”

“I will serve.”

He nodded.

They sat across from each other. The food was warm, carefully prepared. She watched him—not directly, but through brief glances quickly withdrawn.

He did not seem different.

And yet—

“You went out,” she said.

It was not a question.

“Yes.”

A pause.

She felt it forming even before it arrived. Where? With whom? For what? The questions gathered and remained unspoken.

“Yes,” she repeated.

The word felt insufficient.

He looked up briefly. Their eyes met. In that moment, something passed—not a word, not a fully formed thought, but a recognition of the pause, of its presence, of what it held.

He lowered his gaze and continued eating. The moment ended. The pause remained.

That night, sleep did not come easily. She lay awake, listening—to the ceiling fan, to the distant sounds of the street, to his breathing. Beneath all that, she listened for something else: the spaces between.

She began to understand that the pauses were no longer empty. They carried, held, contained—not silence, but something within it.

Days passed. The pattern continued. Conversations formed and completed, and between them the pauses grew—not longer, but deeper.

She began to feel them even before they occurred: a slight tightening in the air, a subtle awareness that something would not be said. And within that awareness, a question emerged:

What would happen if it were?

One afternoon, she stood near
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