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IT WASN’T IN MADISON’S nature to be anything other than upbeat, but today was different. She’d just said goodbye to her three best friends, all of whom were taking the next step in their lives while she had nothing to look forward to but her dreams. Lianne was headed for Berkeley, Emma to Stanford and Chloe to a nursing program in Los Angeles.

Madison had never considered education beyond high school. She loved her parents dearly but they rarely planned beyond the present – for themselves or for her. More than a few Chance residents referred to Madge and Norm as leftover hippies but she soon learned to ignore it. The longer she lived the more she realized that her life was much better than a lot of kids in town. Okay, so her parents didn’t care for the trappings of ‘success’, but they were funny, kind, and they supported her unconditionally.

So why had she blurted out that nonsense about going to Los Angeles to try to become an actor? Certainly not for the attention – she’d never had any trouble in that regard. She kicked at a loose piece of asphalt and it skittered off to the side of the road. She hated to admit it but she dreaded the idea of being left behind.

What would Lauren do? Just thinking about her idol made her stand up a little straighter and toss her head defiantly. She’d admired Lauren Bacall for years and had studied every one of her movies, imagining herself as the beautiful, confident actor with the sultry voice. There were worse people to emulate, she thought as she turned the corner onto her street. Lauren wouldn’t waste time feeling sorry for herself, she’d probably do exactly what Madison had done and make a bold announcement about a future in acting.

That was all well and good, but she could no more afford to go to Los Angeles than she could fly to the moon. Approaching home she forced a smile... she wouldn’t allow Madge and Norm to see her disappointment for anything.

An unfamiliar car sat in the driveway, an old Ford Escort. The rear quarter panel on the passenger side must have sustained some damage as it was painted with primer. Surprisingly, the rest of the car didn’t look so bad; it was a perky Robin’s-egg blue. Must belong to one of her parents’ friends, or possibly someone they’d just met. Their door was always open to like-minded people in need of a meal. Madison had met a lot of interesting people that way.

“Hi guys!” She breezed into the small house, smile firmly in place. She looked around, expecting to see the car’s owner. “Whose car is that?”

“Surprise!” Madge and Norm stood side by side, their faces alight. “It’s yours!”

It took a few moments for the words to sink in. “Mine?” She looked from one to the other. “You’re not kidding, are you!”

They looked at each other, wiggling like happy puppies. “No, sweetie, it’s all yours. Norm’s been working on it for a while now.”

“Dad?” Madison held back tears. “You’re the best! How did you manage to keep it a secret?”

Norm ducked his head, unaccustomed to praise. “I kept it over in Hank’s barn while I worked on it. Had to make sure it was running properly.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sorry I didn’t have enough money for a paint job, but I did the important stuff first.”

Madison gathered them both in a hug. “Don’t be silly, it’s beautiful just the way it is.”

“We didn’t want you to feel left behind when your friends go away.” Madge’s eyes glittered with unshed tears. “So we decided to get you a car so you can strike out on your own.” She turned and picked up an envelope from a cluttered sideboard. “And this is for you, to get you started.”

Madison looked inside the envelope and a lump formed in her throat. The twenty and fifty dollar bills in the envelope had been carefully smoothed out and arranged by denomination.

“It’s only two thousand dollars, but we figure it will get you to Los Angeles and keep you going for a few weeks until you find a job and get settled.”

“But...” Madison didn’t know what to say. “How did you manage...?”

Norm slipped an arm around his wife’s waist. “We’ve been saving for a while.” He gave a short little laugh. “You know us... it wasn’t easy but we believe in you Maddie. We just wish it could be more.” He handed her the car keys.

Maddie clutched the envelope to her chest. “How did you know I wanted to go to Los Angeles?”

Madge dabbed at her eyes. “Because that’s where you belong. You have something special and you deserve a chance to follow your dream. Just don’t forget what’s important.”

“And that is?” She knew what her mom was going to say but wanted to give her the opportunity.

“Be kind. You’re going to meet a lot of people clawing their way to the top... or trying to... but you don’t have to be like them. And remember, if you don’t make it as an actor that doesn’t mean you’ve failed. It means you had an experience that few others get to put on their resume.” She shook her head. “We’re so proud of you, Maddie. Have fun, keep in touch, and when you get a chance, come home and tell us all about it.”
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MADDIE KNEW THAT LOS Angeles was spread out, but the sheer scale of it was almost overwhelming the first few days. Thankfully, she’d decided ahead of time that she wanted to live in or near Burbank. Otherwise she would have been driving around for days to decide on a neighborhood.

The rents however, were higher than she’d anticipated. Always practical, she quickly accepted that she’d need to share in order to make a go of it. The rental agencies weren’t in the least helpful and after four days of searching she was still without an apartment. 

“This is crazy,” she muttered to herself. “I know there are lots of other girls out there in the same predicament. What do they do?” She stared at the listings in the window, none of which she could afford.

“I know what you mean.”

She hadn’t been aware that someone was standing beside her. The young woman frowned at the listings. Maddie offered a sympathetic smile. “You too?” she asked. “It’s the old Catch-22. Nobody will hire you without an address, but the rental agencies want six months in advance or proof of employment.”

The young woman offered her hand. “Hi. I’m Alison.”

“Madison.” Maddie shook hands. “I’ve been looking for four days now. I saw some really nice places around here but they’re just too expensive.”

Alison nodded, long blonde hair shimmering in the sun. “That’s my problem too... sort of.”

Maddie waited for her to continue.

“I arrived a couple of months ago.” A shy smile accompanied her words. “Like so many others I dreamed of finding work right away, but so far all I’ve done is go to auditions.”

Maddie shrugged. “I hear it takes a while.”

“Yeah, I realize that now. Trouble is, I signed a lease on a nice place but without a job it’s too costly for me.” She studied Maddie. “I’m looking for someone to share the rent, but it’s so hard to tell about people...” Her voice trailed off.

“I feel the same way. That’s why I’ve been checking with rental agencies, but they’re no help.” She paused. “Is your place around here?”

Alison tilted her head. “It’s just off West Magnolia.”

Madison tried not to show too much enthusiasm until she knew more about the other woman. “I’ve been looking in that area. Why don’t we go for coffee and get to know each other?”

Alison’s grin transformed her face. “Great idea. I know a perfect spot just down the street.”

* * *
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“YOU HAVE TO GET A JOB,” said Maddie. She liked Alison, but the girl needed to face the facts. “Everyone else does, at least until they get some film work.” She looked out the window of the coffee shop. “Heaven knows, there are enough coffee shops and restaurants around here. Surely you can find something.”

Alison ran a finger around the rim of her water glass. “You’re right. It’s either that or go home to Topeka, and that would seem like a failure.”

Madison bit back a comment. “There’s no shame in working until you find something. I like you Alison and I think we could get along well, but you have to be practical. My goal is to work in the industry as well, but I intend to get a job the minute I find somewhere to live. Even then I’m not going to panic about finding work as an actor.”

Alison nodded slowly. “You’re right of course. I need to step back for a while and settle in. Would you like to see my place?”

“Yes, let’s do that.” Madison signaled for the check.

Alison was right. The apartment block was lovely. Built around a pool, each unit had a balcony large enough to accommodate a couple of chairs. Maddie could imagine herself sitting out there with a cold drink in the evenings. The two-bedroom unit meant she would have her own bedroom; they would share a bathroom but Maddie didn’t think that would be a problem.

A handshake was all it took to seal the deal and Maddie moved in the next day. She had already spotted several coffee shops in the area with Help Wanted signs in the window and presented herself first thing the next morning, comfortable shoes in her bag just in case.

“Well, aren’t you the cutest thing!” Maddie was greeted by a woman who could have been sent by central casting. She embodied all of the characteristics of coffee shop owners from every old movie Maddie had ever watched. Val Mahoney had seen it all... Maddie could tell from looking into her eyes. Behind the stern expression lurked a smile, and she decided immediately that she could work for this woman.

“I’d like to be honest up front,” said Maddie. “I’m looking for work as an actor and I’d like to be able to go to auditions if they come up.”

“Aren’t they all, Dearie!” Val had employed more than her share of wannabe actors. “And the best of luck to you. If you’re a good worker and show up on time we can work around the odd audition here and there.” The coffee shop was starting to fill up and she started to move away from the counter, then came back. “One of my girls called in sick this morning. How would you like to give it a try?”

“I might be a bit slow but I’m willing to give it a go.”

“You’ve never waitressed before, have you?”

“Not really.” Maddie grinned. “But I’ll smile and tell them I’m new. That should get me though the first few days.”

“You’ll do!” Val laughed, drawing the attention of several customers. “Come on through. We’ll go over the breakfast menu and I’ll show you where you can leave your things.”

From the moment Maddie walked out onto the floor at seven thirty she was kept busy. The next time she looked, it was just after eleven and things had slowed down. Flushed but satisfied with her morning’s work, she caught Val in a quiet moment.

“How did I do?”

“Not bad. If you stay, I’ll teach you how to place your orders properly. Kenny is one of the best breakfast cooks around, so we like to keep him happy. How did you do on tips?”

“I don’t know.” Maddie emptied the pocket of her apron and handed the cash to Val.

“No, you keep it. There will be tips from the credit card slips as well.”

Maddie looked down at the handful of coins and loose bills. “There must be over thirty dollars here.”

“That sounds about right. They liked you, girl.”

Maddie looked back into the restaurant. “You have nice customers. They’re mostly regulars, aren’t they?” She grabbed the coffee pot. “Buddy and his friend are signaling for more coffee. I’d better get over there.”

“You met Buddy already?” The large cab driver was a regular.

Maddie laughed. “Who could miss him?”

Val watched her new server approach the table, hips swishing just the right amount. If she had half a dozen like Maddie, life would be so much easier...
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MADDIE GREETED MOST of the customers by name. Val had assigned her to the section away from the street, and many of the regulars began migrating to her tables. They flirted harmlessly, and Maddie learned to give back as good as she got. It was like working among friends, and as the months slipped by she looked forward to seeing them on a daily basis.

“Missed you yesterday,” she said as she poured coffee for Carl. One of a group of four seniors, they occupied the same booth every day, where they solved the problems of the world. Carl and Buddy had worked at Warner Bros. and considered themselves experts in ‘the industry’. She wasn’t sure what the other two had done before retirement.

“Had to make a run over to Riverside for my granddaughter’s birthday party.” Carl pulled out his cell phone and showed her a picture. “Isn’t she a cutie?”

Maddie studied the picture. “Look at that smile! What’s her name?”

“Jessie. Took me a while to get used to the name, but now I like it.”

Madison took another quick look before handing the phone back. “She looks like a Jessie. You must be proud.”

“Sure am.” He passed the phone around the table and the men were soon discussing child rearing in the ‘modern’ era.

On her way back to the kitchen Maddie glanced at the single seated quietly in her section. The woman usually sat in Tiffany’s section near the front windows but today a large group had spilled over to ‘her’ table. None of the coffee shop staff could remember the woman coming in with anyone; she appeared content to sit and watch people and traffic go by outside, a faint smile on her face.

Maddie had learned that the woman’s name was Elise, but that was all. She smiled now as she passed the woman’s table, and Elise caught her eye in a way that Maddie had learned meant she wanted something.

Elise gestured toward her cup. “Could I please have some more coffee?”

“I’ll be happy to bring you some coffee, but you had tea today.” Maddie spoke gently.

The woman touched her cup with delicate fingers, then looked at the old-fashioned brown ceramic teapot favored by the coffee shop. For a moment she seemed confused, but recovered quickly. “Silly me,” she said with a light laugh. “I meant to say could I please have some more hot water.”

“Of course you may. Coming right up.” Maddie’s fingers itched to clean up the table, but she forced herself to pick up the teapot and walk away. Elise had a habit of shredding several napkins while she drank her tea, seemingly unaware she was doing so.

“I see Elise is at it again.” Val spoke out of the side of her mouth. “She’s such a gentle soul I wouldn’t dream of asking her not to make such a mess.” She sighed. “At least she usually comes in during the slow times.” 

Maddie nodded. “She has amazing taste in clothes. I’ve noticed Carl and his friends sending appreciative looks her way, but she doesn’t seem to notice.” She put the lid on the teapot. “To each his own.”

Maddie delivered the hot water and came back to the counter where she started to refill the condiments. She’d already done her own section and was happy to pitch in and help Val.

“How long has Elise been coming here?” she asked as she polished the old fashioned sugar dispenser.

Val paused to think. “How long have you been with us now?”

“Hard to believe, but it’s almost two years.”

“That long?” Val’s eyes widened. “Time sure flies. I’m fairly sure Elise showed up a few months before you started. Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know. There’s something sad about her and yet she always has a smile on her face.” She thought for a moment. “Maybe she’s not so much sad as distant. How old do you think she is?”

Val studied the woman who had paused shredding napkins and was staring off into space. “Somewhere in her seventies, I’d say. Perhaps older, but she has such beautiful skin it’s hard to tell.” She turned back to Madison. “Speaking of beautiful skin, how did that audition go the other day? I forgot to ask.”

Madison allowed her disappointment to show. “I don’t think I’m the right type for the part, but then I hear that a lot. I think it’s a standard excuse.”

“Can’t be easy for the casting directors,” mused Val. “Knowing that out of hundreds of hopefuls, they can only choose one.” She brightened. “But you did get that small part last month. They say the first one is the hardest.”

“It was an eye opener,” said Maddie. “And I don’t really mind that it’s taking a while. I enjoy working here, and I’m learning how things work in the industry.”

“Your roommate must be thrilled to have steady work.”

“Alison?” Madison smiled as she recalled her roommate’s reaction to landing a small part in a series. “She’s ecstatic. Long hours, but she seems to be thriving.”

“That’s good, because when she was here she made a lousy waitress. I was relieved when she started to get work ‘cause I was going to have to let her go.”

Maddie laughed. “I know what you mean, but what she lacks in practical experience she makes up for by being sweet and easy to live with.”

Val gave her a sideways glance. “Does it bother you that she found something first? It seems to me that there’s a lot of jealousy when it comes to actors.”

Maddie didn’t have to think twice. “Not in our case. I’m proud of her for trying so hard. Before we started rooming together she’d been pushing herself to go out for every audition she could possibly cram into the day. I’m sure you can imagine how soul destroying that can be.” She paused. ‘So no, there’s no jealousy, and I know she’ll be happy for me when I find something more substantial than a walk-on.”

Val didn’t say much for a few moments. She was about to speak when Elise appeared at the till and paid for her tea. “See you tomorrow,” said Val as the older woman pushed open the door. Then she turned back to Maddie. “You’re an unusual young woman. I’ve had a few would-be actors in here and have overheard a few conversations. Sounds to me like they’d scratch each other’s eyes out to get a part.”

Maddie watched Elise wander down the sidewalk as she considered Val’s words. “I suppose you could say I come from an unusual background.” She re-focused on Val. “As you know, Chance is a small town. We had to stick together or there wouldn’t be anyone left to hang around with. So there was no one to teach me the fine art of being a mean girl. Plus, my parents were very laid back. Some people criticized them, but that’s just because they aren’t interested in the outward trappings of success.” A gentle smile lit her face from within. “They’re the kindest people in the world though and that makes them aces in my book.”

Val nodded. “So what are your future plans? You’re probably the best employee I’ve ever had, but I don’t see you working in a coffee shop for the rest of your life.”

Maddie blushed at the compliment. “Thanks, Val. You’re right, I want to be an actor but since I got here I realized how much I don’t know. I was thinking about it the other day. My friends are all taking three- and four-year courses. Why should my learning curve be any different? I plan to be in this for the long haul, and my goal for the first couple of years is to get a few small acting jobs and learn what it’s like on the set. I wouldn’t mind being an intern of sorts – I’m keeping my options open, but from what I’ve observed, building contacts is important. I’ve also set aside some money from my tips and I’m looking into a couple of acting classes.” She finished polishing the last of the sugar dispensers and set it down with a satisfying ‘clunk’. “But if a casting director walked in that door tomorrow and offered me a contract I’d be out of here in a shot!”

“I’d be disappointed if you weren’t.” Val glanced at her watch “Speaking of getting out of here, you were finished ten minutes ago.”

Maddie untied her apron. “And I need to pick up a couple of things at the grocery store. Alison is working tonight, so I only have to feed myself.”

“Kenny can make you a hamburger to go.”

“Thanks, but I’m going to pick up some lettuce and make a salad. See you tomorrow.”
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MADDIE STEPPED OUTSIDE and paused to enjoy the late afternoon sun. Most items on the coffee shop menu were either grilled on the flat top or deep fried. As a result the smell of oil permeated her clothes, and the first breath of outside air was always welcome.

She looked back over her shoulder and saw Val smiling at her through the glass. She’d miss the place when the time finally came, but she’d been honest when she told the owner that she wasn’t in a hurry. It had only taken a few weeks after she arrived to discover that the film industry was more than acting. A complex business, she wanted to understand it and was willing to learn everything she could.

The street light turned green and she was about to cross to the store when she spotted Elise sitting on a bench in a small park. She waved, and received a vague smile in return.

When she came out of the store, the older woman was still sitting on the bench. It was hard to tell from across the street, but Maddie sensed that she was frightened. Without a moment’s hesitation she walked across the street and approached.

Elise looked up, her expression cautious.

“Hello, Elise. Do you mind if I sit down for a moment?” Madison didn’t wait for a response, but sat down and turned to the woman.

“Do I know you, dear?” Elise studied her face.

“I’m Madison.” She gestured down the street. “I work at the coffee shop.”

A veil seemed to lift from the woman’s eyes and she offered a faint smile. “Oh, yes.” She looked down at her hands in her lap, and toyed with a wedding ring. When she lifted her head there were tears in her eyes.

“Madison?” she said.

Maddie instinctively took her hand. “Yes?”

“I can’t remember where I live.”

The odd behavior began to make sense and Maddie thought quickly. “You usually walk to the coffee shop, don’t you?”

Elise smiled. “Yes.” She looked right, then left and the smile disappeared. “But for the life of me I can’t remember which way is home.”

“That’s okay.” Maddie spoke confidently. “We’ll figure it out.”

“Yes.” Elise’s eyes were luminous. “We’ll figure it out.”

“May I look in your purse? We might find your address in there.”

Elise handed over the purse and Maddie opened it. A leather billfold caught her eye. It was the type with slots for credit cards and Maddie pulled it out. Front and center in a plastic window was a typewritten note. In Case of Emergency it said, then went on to list Elise’s name, address and several telephone contacts. Someone had foreseen this day.

“Here we are!” Madison smiled confidently. “Let’s walk home together. I live down that way myself.”

A sweeping circular driveway led to the front door of what at one time must have been a magnificent mansion. A small discreet sign to the left of the front doors indicated that it was now the Burbank Retirement Home. The building still retained much of its former beauty. Maddie and Elise walked into a large foyer with an informal reception desk.

“Elise!” A young woman appeared from a hall off to the side. “We were beginning to worry about you.” She shot a suspicious look at Maddie. “We called the coffee shop but they said you had left an hour ago.”

Maddie was about to speak when a deep voice startled her.

“Hello Mother.”

She turned to see a man of around sixty. Dressed in a grey suit with a dark grey stripe, he looked like he’d stepped out of the pages of GQ. He took Elise’s arm and guided her to a padded bench a few steps away.

“Howard, I’m delighted to see you but what are you doing here?”

The man caught Maddie’s eye and gave his head an imperceptible shake. “I stopped by for a visit, but you weren’t back yet, so I thought I’d wait.”

“I’m so happy to see you. Can you stay for dinner?”

“I’m afraid not, Mother. I have a business meeting tonight, but I’ll come back tomorrow morning and we’ll have coffee together.”

“All right then.” She touched his cheek gently with her fingers, then rose. “I’m a bit tired, so I think I’ll go to my room.”

Howard stared after her for several long moments then stood and offered his hand to Maddie. “Howard Samuels. Thank you for bringing her home. What happened?” He seemed to be bracing himself for her response.

“I spotted her sitting on the bench when I went over to shop and she was still there when I came out, so I went to check on her.”

He frowned. “How do you know her?”

“She comes to the coffee shop where I work. Mr. Samuels, I should tell you I looked in her purse. That’s how I knew where to bring her.” Maddie ducked her head. “Just in case she remembers later and mentions it. I don’t have much experience with...” She hesitated.

“It’s okay. You can say it. My mother has dementia.” His gaze drifted around the foyer, but she could tell he wasn’t seeing anything. “I knew this day would come, but I’d hoped it wouldn’t happen so soon. That’s why I placed the emergency numbers in her wallet.” 

“I was glad to find the note.”

Lost in thought, he nodded absent-mindedly. 

“Well, it was nice to meet you.” She backed away.

He looked up as though surprised to find her there. “Did I say thank you?”

“Yes, you did. And I’m glad I was there to help. We’re fond of your mother at the restaurant.”

He finally looked at her as more than just a delivery person. “What’s the matter with me? I haven’t even asked you for your name.” He offered a wry smile. “Mother would definitely not approve.”

Madison returned his smile. It seemed odd that she was trying to put this man at ease; if his appearance was anything to go by, he was an extremely successful businessman. “My name is Madison Lamont, Mr. Samuels.”

He checked his watch. “Would you like to have supper with me? As someone who sees my mother on an almost daily basis, I’d be interested to hear what you think.”

Madison hesitated, but only for a moment. “All right. I take it you don’t really have a business appointment.”

“No, I don’t.” He turned to the young woman at the front desk. “Thank you for calling me Joanna. I’ll be back in the morning around ten.”

“All right Mr. Samuels. I’ll leave a note for the morning shift.”

Howard Samuels led Maddie to a forest green Jaguar that was parked just past the porte cochere. “Do you have any food preference?” he asked as he opened the passenger door.

“Not really.” Madison inhaled the scent of leather. “But something light would suit me just fine.”
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“Then I know just the place.”​

Chapter Five
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HOWARD SAMUELS FELL quiet as he drove, weaving expertly in and out of traffic. Without warning, he pulled between two stone pillars and drove up a winding driveway to a sprawling single-level residence. A small brass plaque identified it as The Club.

Madison shot him a questioning look.

“It’s a private club,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind.”

She looked down at her clothes. At least she hadn’t spilled anything on herself today. “As long as I look all right. This looks like a fancy place.”

“It’s not as stuffy as it looks.” A valet opened her door as Howard stepped out the other side. He handed over the keys and ushered her inside. Madison had studied enough design magazines to recognize that the club was elegantly appointed without being ostentatious. From somewhere in the recesses of the building the soft click of pool balls could be heard, accompanied by deep male voices.

Howard led her through a large foyer and into an informal dining room. Flanked by floor to ceiling windows, the area was welcoming and she smiled up at him as he held her chair.

“Hello, Mr. Samuels. Nice to see you again.” A beautiful woman glided across the room.

“Hello Naomi.” He leaned toward Madison. “Would you like something to drink?”

“I’d love some Pellegrino if you have it.”

“Certainly. And for you, Mr. Samuels. Your regular?”

“I think I’d better have a Pellegrino as well. I’m driving.”

“Yes, Sir. Would you care to see the menu?” She held two small folders.

Howard glanced at Madison. “We’re not in a rush, but if you’d leave them, we’ll have a look later.” He exhaled deeply and looked out at the manicured lawn and lush flower beds as though seeing them for the first time. “I lied when I said this place isn’t stuffy, but it’s familiar and I’m too old to learn the ropes in a new place.”

She studied him openly. “You’re not that old, but if you’re comfortable here why would you go anywhere else?”

“Exactly!” he said, looking up as Naomi brought their drinks and opened the bottles. When they’d poured he clinked his glass against hers. “Thanks for coming and thanks again for helping Mother.”

“She’s a very sweet lady.” Maddie took a small sip of Pellegrino. “How long have you known she has dementia?”

A small shake of the head preceded his words. “Not very long. It’s come on quickly.” His gaze drifted back out over the lawn. “The forgetfulness comes and goes, but it’s more noticeable in the past month.”

“I don’t have any experience with this, but today when I saw her sitting on that bench I could see fear in her eyes. She seemed aware that there was something wrong.”

He nodded. “How does she act at the coffee shop?”

Maddie thought for a moment. “She doesn’t usually
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