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			For all us animals

		

	
		
			

			1.

			Harvest

			The girls would be bitten. They were nearly naked in the inflatable pool, a breeding ground for mosquitoes. Through the picture window, Leigh Duvall watched her daughters tumble from the pool toward the pachysandra with its diseased deer ticks. She’d covered them with DEET and had the yard professionally treated, but that was all she could do. She couldn’t wrap them in plastic. Some things were out of her control, she had to accept that. If she wasn’t careful, fear would take over, and having a fearful mother might soil her daughters’ view of the world, cramp them into timid, uncertain women.

			Leigh tried to breathe through her worry. Pregnancy hormones had been casting things in an ominous pall lately, dread seizing her amygdala at the smallest thing. If Matt was a few minutes late coming home from work, she’d find herself hyperventilating, her body convinced she’d been widowed. She remembered this from her previous pregnancies, how she’d once called the police when she heard shouting coming from the apartment upstairs. All the nightmares she’d had. She knew it was just chemical, but that didn’t make it less unpleasant or real. 

			The girls melted into the trees. There’d be coyotes, rabid raccoons. Leigh drew in air, held it down. She invited logic in. Yes, those dangers were potentially present, but unlikely. Horses, not zebras. She repeated this phrase to herself, a prayer to logic. The common was more likely than the uncommon. Chances were, her girls would stay safe. The statistics said so. 

			It was too late to reverse course, anyway. They’d abandoned the city in June, their Cobble Hill walk-up now occupied by strangers. Leigh had let herself be lured to this hinterland. This was their house now, their property. It had taken years, but her husband had finally worn her down with his insistence that their daughters enjoy the freedom he’d had as a child—a casual and trusting relationship with Nature—although that was before Lyme was a thing, and West Nile, and now Eastern equine encephalitis. Matt claimed his own character had been formed by tramping through skunk cabbage. Leigh agreed in the abstract that it could be nice for the girls, and maybe her, too, this shift to a lower key, trading the law firm for freelance grant writing. But cities were safer; no one could convince her otherwise. A city functioned, by necessity, through respectful cooperation. A city was faithful to fundamental rules of civility, bolted to an iron grid of behavior. Beyond its borders was loose wilderness, armed maniacs. To Leigh, insomniac city streets were a comfort, a flickering night-light, whereas the country’s darkness was an abrupt plummet like death. 

			She might not have agreed if it weren’t for this house, with its cathedral ceiling and colossal window. When they’d toured, she’d been promptly captured by a vision of herself at her desk, looking up from her work onto a vitrine of Nature framed just for her—this meadow-like yard visited by bluebirds and rabbits—her face touched by gentle fingers of sunlight. She thought perhaps this was a gift she could allow herself to accept. So, they’d bought the house, this turnkey pearl on Capricorn Road, just within the lines of desirable Old Cranbury, Connecticut, and now Leigh sat at the foot of that luxuriant window. The yard spread before her, though its meadow grasses were now buzzed short and patched yellow in this last stub of summer. There were no bluebirds or rabbits. The only visible creatures were her own girls, scampering back toward the house. She heard the slam of the back door, the pounding of footsteps, quarreling voices upstairs.

			She found them in their room, in muddy bathing suits on the bed. “Don’t see me,” the younger one said.

			“What are you hiding?” Leigh picked her up and lifted the pillow. A metal object lay beneath. Oblong, with sharp edges, like a steel dragonfly. Blades scabbed with rust.

			“We found it in the woods.” 

			“We think it’s part of the treehouse.”

			Leigh stared. “What treehouse?” 

			“The treehouse in the woods.”

			Leigh looked from daughter to daughter. “There’s a treehouse? Did you climb into it?”

			They shook their heads.

			“You promise you didn’t?”

			“We didn’t.”

			Leigh took a breath. “Please, please don’t ever try to climb into any treehouses without telling me first. It might not be safe. Understand?”

			The girls nodded solemnly.

			Leigh showed Matt the object. “It’s tetanus waiting to happen. They said they found it near a treehouse in the woods. Have you ever seen a treehouse in our woods?”

			Matt studied the object silently.

			“Who knows how long this so-called treehouse has been there. It’s probably rotten.”

			Matt played with the metal device, toggled its extrusions. “I think this is an arrow.” 

			

			“A what?”

			“An arrow, for hunting. One of the new kinds.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“I must’ve seen it on TV, one of those backwoods reality shows.”

			“But who’d be hunting in our woods? That can’t be legal.”

			“No, I’d assume not.” 

			“Give that to me.” Leigh took it, fingered the razor edges. She put the object on her nightstand atop a pile of books, then she thought better of it and buried it in her sock drawer.

			She wanted to skip the neighborhood block party, but her husband insisted. Yes, she knew it was a nice, sociable thing to do. They should meet people, make friends, plant roots in their community. Maybe it would help warm her view of Capricorn Road’s collection of houses with spider-cracked driveways and sketchy outbuildings, its preponderance of frosted-glass door inserts and narrow shutters. Dishearteningly, their own house was the nicest by a mile. But Matt reminded her that it was beside the point; what mattered was that all these inferior houses ostensibly contained children, companions critical to the free-range fantasy he had for the girls. Now, when Leigh mentioned that she hadn’t yet seen a single child other than their own, Matt said, “Probably on vacation.”

			When she questioned the especially dubious shed behind their next-door neighbor’s house, with missing shingles and blacked-out windows, Matt said, “Probably a man cave.”

			“Not meth?”

			“No,” he stated with bewildering confidence. He assured her, again, that their new town was urbane, a progressive place with wholesome community spirit, devoid of guns and meth.

			Leigh put on a ruffled top complicated enough to distract from her six-month belly, and with a bottle of chilled Chardonnay and six-pack of seltzer, she and Matt led the girls to the cul-de-sac where their urbane neighbors waited. Indeed, there were children, scores of them, scooting and cycling and tossing water balloons. The girls ran ahead to join.

			The grown-ups clustered around a tub of beer bottles and juice boxes. Women with women, men with men. Leigh poured a cup of seltzer and approached a group of young mothers. They chirped delight at meeting her and her lovely belly, then returned to their banter, an animated discussion about the pop singer Avis Envy. Leigh had heard of this singer, had stumbled upon one of her songs on the radio, seen her picture someplace: an artificial, airbrushed teenaged sex symbol apparently admired by the young daughters of these women.

			“She actually grew up right here in town!” one of the mothers announced with pride.

			Avis was now making a triumphant hometown return as part of her “Animal Instincts” tour. She’d be playing at the Aether Festival in July, and everyone’s daughter wanted tickets. Leigh listened pleasantly, waiting for the topic to change, but it seemed to be inexhaustible. She studied these women who appeared outwardly like her city friends but with an intangible difference. There was something too buoyant about them, their smiles stretched too wide and thin. There was a strange stiltedness to their chatter, as if they were on edge, ready to flee at the approach of a shadow. 

			The conversation was suddenly disrupted by a crying child. One of the mothers squatted down in exaggerated sympathy to see the scraped elbow, hear the garbled crime report. The others listened gravely as the little girl named the assailant: a boy improbably named Chance. She pointed at a stocky child riding a bicycle over a row of juice boxes, which exploded one by one. Leigh waited for the girl to recover, but she clung to her mother like a cub. The women took turns grumbling about the boy and his oblivious parents, reeling off past infractions as if following a script.

			Leigh’s attention wandered to a group of men standing a few feet away. One of the voices dominated, as some voices do, cutting through the static of maternal clucking. Leigh’s ear snagged on the words “buck” and “rut.” She tried to fit the guttural syllables into some sports-related vocabulary, but she knew they had a different connotation—something sexual, stored in the vault of her memory.

			Deer, she realized. The words were about deer. The men were talking about deer hunting.

			She singled out the man with the voice. Thickset, mid-sixties, short gray beard, sunglasses perched on the bill of his baseball hat. Familiar-looking. He glanced at her, unsmiling, a steel gray assessment. It occurred to her that he was their next-door neighbor, a man she’d seen going out to his mailbox and to his dusky shed. 

			The young mothers prattled away. The men stood apart, laughing gruffly. The next-door neighbor’s laugh was abrasive, like loose stones clattering in a pipe. The other men seemed riveted by whatever he was saying, mirroring his stance and drinking from their beers at the same time he did.

			“You’d be surprised,” the neighbor said to the men. “I’ve got buddies who’ve bagged bucks within ten feet. One sniff of doe estrus and they forget their own names.”

			It was him—the hunter. Leigh’s muscles tensed. A high-pitched tone, the vibration of a tuning fork, came into her ears, and she turned away from the women and took a step toward the men. “Hey!” she said with false cheer. “What are you guys talking about?” 

			They shifted to look at her. “Uh, Daryl was just telling us about deer hunting.” 

			The neighbor glanced over and drank from his bottle.

			

			The tuning fork rang, Leigh’s heart thrumming with it. “Deer hunting? Oh! Where do you hunt, Daryl?”

			The neighbor brought the bottle down and finished swallowing. “In the woods,” he said, flashing a smile. “On my property.”

			“Your property,” Leigh echoed, and pointed down the road. “You mean your property that’s next to my house?”

			“Oh, is that your house? Well then, welcome to the neighborhood.” The neighbor’s smile widened, baring canine teeth. He put out a hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Daryl Metzger.”

			Leigh ignored the hand. “Yes, next to my house.” She forced polite music into her words. “I was confused. I thought you must be talking about some other property upstate or somewhere.” 

			“Nope. I’m talking about right here.” He raised his eyebrows. There was no music in his voice.

			Leigh’s heart ratcheted to high gear. She fought to control her tone. “So, what you’re saying is that you’re hunting in this suburban town, in the woods right behind my house.” 

			The other men shifted and scratched. The neighbor laughed his stone rattle. “Well, if you’re my next-door neighbor, then yes, that appears to be the case.”

			The circle of women had drawn away, and Leigh stepped closer to the men. She wasn’t a tall person and felt child-sized now, standing in front of the neighbor. The plastic cup of seltzer was absurd in her hand, and she wished she weren’t holding it. 

			“Maybe you don’t realize,” she said, “but I have children. They’re four and six. They like to play in the woods, and they don’t know where the property lines are. Are you using guns?”

			“No, ma’am. Bowhunting only. And there’s no need to worry about your kids.”

			The ringing grew louder in Leigh’s ears. “I’m sorry. Did you just say no need to worry about my kids?” 

			

			“That’s right. There’s no need to worry about your kids,” he repeated. “You’re probably nervous I’ll think one of them is a deer and shoot them by mistake. A lot of women have that idea. I understand your concern, but I can assure you it’s unwarranted. Believe me, I’d never confuse a kid or a dog or anything else with a deer. And I only take a shot if I’m sure it’ll kill. I’m a former police officer, ma’am. I know how to take aim. Not only do I know it’s a deer before I shoot, but I can tell you how old it is, where it sleeps at night, and what it had for lunch.”

			Leigh clamped her plastic cup. The phrase believe me lingered in the air. What politicians said when they lied.

			She stared at the neighbor, his notched gray eyes, in whose precision he placed so much trust. They flashed with hubris, the precursor to tragedy. She recalled a former vice president hitting his quail-hunting partner with birdshot. Afterward, the benevolent partner had glossed it over, saying, “Accidents do and will happen.” Those words had lodged in her memory, utterly true. From friendly fire to nuclear meltdown, accidents did and would happen. If the elements were there, the accident was easy.

			“I know where every arrow lands, believe me. But even if I didn’t, even if I was an amateur, I still have the right to hunt on my property. I understand if you’re not familiar with the law around here.” He took another slug of beer. Leigh watched his throat squeeze the liquid down. 

			“My girls found something in the woods that looks like an arrow. I suppose it belongs to you.”

			The corner of Daryl Metzger’s mouth crimped in a tight smile. “I suppose it might. But you can keep it.”

			Leigh took a breath, let a beat pass. “Accidents do and will happen,” she stated clearly, leveling her gaze at him. “It may be legal for you to hunt on your property, I’ll check into that, believe me. But regardless, it’s my responsibility to keep my kids safe, to know what’s happening in the woods. I’d appreciate your telling me, please, when you plan to hunt, so that I can take the precaution of keeping my children indoors.”

			The neighbor’s lips torqued further. “Well, it would be nice if I could give you a schedule to put on your calendar, but it doesn’t work that way. Bowhunting’s allowed every day of the week, from before dawn to sunset. I’m not going to call you up every time.”

			To be tall, at a moment like this, would have been a gift. Instead, Leigh had learned to command attention by standing slightly closer than was customary. She’d long ago abolished girlish tics from her speech, and she was careful to take a moment before speaking, to pronounce words slowly and distinctly. Now, anger was an animal climbing in her throat. She wanted to crush the cup in her hand. She was not a child or needy girlfriend but a grown woman with a law degree. She took a small step closer.

			“All I’m asking for is basic consideration.”

			The neighbor laughed. “This one’s a firecracker,” he said sideways to the other men, then turned toward her again. When he spoke this time, there was disdain in his voice. “Hey, you hate hunting, I know. You want to protect Bambi and his mom, and all the little bunnies. And I bet you’re used to getting your way. But it’s still a free country, at least for now, and as long as I’m within my rights, you can’t tell me what to do.”

			Leigh took another half step forward. Inches from the neighbor’s chest, she dropped her voice.

			“Yes, it’s still a free country. You can do what you want within your rights, and I’ll do what I want within mine.” She lowered her voice further. “But if you ever impinge on my property, if you ever endanger my family, you’ll envy the animal you shoot.”

			

			She watched the man’s face redden, his brows rising into arches. His lips twitched from a grin to a grimace to a hateful pucker that he quickly blotted with the mouth of his beer bottle, a deep and urgent kiss.

			Matt suddenly appeared at Leigh’s side, angling a shoulder between her and the neighbor.

			“Leigh, honey, let’s take a step back. Everything all right?”

			Daryl Metzger grunted a laugh. “Quite a girl you got there.”

			Matt glanced at him, and Leigh caught the shade of a smile on her husband’s face. “She has strong opinions.”

			“I can see that. I bet she keeps you in line.”

			Matt put an arm around Leigh, but she pulled away, still staring at the neighbor as he lifted the bottle to his face again. He was probably an alcoholic, probably drank in the woods with his toy bow and arrow. She watched the Adam’s apple lift inside the column of his neck, sheathed in pink turkey skin. 

			From across the cul-de-sac, a woman’s voice yelled, “Chance!”

			“Remember what I said,” Leigh told Daryl Metzger.

			As Matt clutched her elbow and pulled her away, a water balloon exploded at her feet. 

			That night, Leigh dreamed of an intruder, a faceless figure with a knife. In the dream, one of her daughters screamed. She woke. When she opened her eyes, the screaming continued. She jolted from bed to check on the girls but found them asleep. When she came back to bed, she heard the scream again. She shook her husband.

			“Do you hear that?” 

			The scream, a murderous wail, cut through the night.

			Matt removed one of the earplugs he always slept with. “Probably a banshee,” he mumbled.

			“It’s a child, Matt. It sounds like children.”

			

			“It’s not children. Go back to sleep.” He replaced his earplug and turned away.

			Leigh listened, but the noise didn’t return, and she began to wonder if she’d imagined it, if it had come from inside her own head. She lay awake with the throbbing silence, the echoing scream. 

			The first day of school. Leigh took pictures of the girls, tidy little packages topped with bows. She posed them near the andromeda, beside their fresh blue front door and its brass knocker, cropping out the hostas the deer had destroyed. Then her girls went away, to first grade and kindergarten.

			She cried. Sitting with her laptop by the heartless window, their absence felt like a stone in her chest. She stared out at the empty yard, the inflatable pool with stagnant water, the vacant bluebird house. She couldn’t focus on her work. Instead, she opened the neighborhood message board.

			“Did anyone hear a strange noise last night?” she posted. “Like a child screaming.”

			She sat waiting, staring at the screen, then quickly typed “Daryl Metzger” into the search bar. His profile appeared. In the little round photo, his face was obscured by sunglasses and pressed against the lifeless face of a deer. He held the animal’s head up, as if making it pose for the picture. The vulgarity was breathtaking. Leigh scrolled through his feed, one dead deer after another. 

			A general internet search revealed nothing useful, except the German meaning of the surname Metzger: butcher, appropriately enough.

			A notification swam onto the screen, a reply to her post. “Probably a fox.”

			Leigh looked up “fox sounds” and listened to an audio clip. It sunk into her like a dagger, exactly like the cry of a child in pain. It was called a vixen scream and could mean a variety of things. A mother’s warning to other foxes of territorial boundaries. Or a mating song. Leigh had never seen a fox in her life, and it was astonishing to think that they lived here, so close to where she slept. It was unnerving that their nights could produce sounds of such agony.

			Next, she looked up the dates of their local deer hunting season—­the second half of September all the way through December—and the regulations, such as they were. Shockingly, bowhunting was permitted anywhere in the state, even near a suburban home without the owner’s knowledge, at a minimum distance of just 500 feet. Hunting was welcome, even encouraged, in some public parks. Hunters were only encouraged to show respect by concealing their harvest when removing it. No nature hiker wanted to see a carcass being carried out of its habitat. No one wanted to see the clouded, exterminated eye.

			As Leigh scanned the computer screen, her eye was drawn to a movement beyond the window. She looked out to the backyard to see an auburn-colored doe appearing, as if summoned. It walked slowly over the grass, its graceful head raised. Leigh held her breath. Presumably feeling safe, the doe stopped to graze on a weed, its shapely ears flicking and rotating, alert to any threat. The quality of the deer’s movements suggested a foreign, wordless consciousness, a gray-scale view of the world, and Leigh tried to imagine inhabiting this animal’s tight circle of existence. Image, scent, sound. Its immersion in time must be complete, with no awareness of past or future. Just the slow, careful drop of each hoof. Something like the world a baby knew. 

			What monster would shoot? Intellectually, Leigh grasped the inevitability of death, the ultimate irrelevance of its manner. But the notion of deliberately ending an innocent life, of chopping a beautiful creature into meat and packing it in a freezer, was repugnant. Testosterone, that evolutionary byproduct, drove men to savagery. It never ceased to frustrate her, the inability of women to counteract it. Again, she felt the helpless anger from the block party, remembered the way the neighbor had looked at her, his artificial grin showing carnivorous teeth. 

			She didn’t tell the girls about the deer. She didn’t want them poking around the woods in search of it. Or maybe she wanted to keep the moment to herself. Maybe she’d felt something private pass between herself and the doe. 

			Instead, she warned her children as they dressed their dolls.

			“If you ever see a person in the woods or near our house, you must tell me. If you ever notice anything unusual outside, you must show me.”

			They looked at her, each holding a tiny article of clothing. She didn’t mean to scare them, just make them aware. Her job was to raise vigilant daughters. Not afraid, but not naïve. Bit by bit, she had to ration the truth in a way that would dirty their world without obliterating it. Her heart ached. She wished she could keep them this young, this credulous forever. Their dreams spilling into morning, their minds like open houses where birds flew in and out of rooms. 

			One afternoon in October, driving home with the girls, Leigh saw that the neighbor’s garage door was open. A long vertical shadow occupied the place where a car should be. She slowed. Something was hanging there. Something dark and mangled. 

			“I saw it, too,” Matt said, when she told him. “It’s just a deer. He’s probably dressing it or something.”

			“Matt,” she said. “It’s a bloody corpse in the garage, in full view of the road. That’s not normal.”

			

			“It’s called a carcass, not a corpse.”

			Leigh drew a long breath. She felt a movement in her abdomen, a dropping sensation. “Call it whatever you want. It’s a warning.”

			“The deer? A warning of what?” 

			The dropping feeling happened again, and she realized she was feeling the fetus move for the first time. She put a hand to her belly. “You assume everyone is so innocent. Which is a nice way to be. Very nice for you.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Let me ask, if you had a dead deer in your garage, would you keep the door wide open for the whole world to see?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe I’d want the fresh air. Maybe it doesn’t smell great.”

			“But don’t you see that it’s fucked up? Don’t you see that it’s menacing to display a corpse to the whole neighborhood, dripping with blood?”

			Matt was quiet. “Did the girls see it?”

			“No. I distracted them. But I don’t like this at all.” 

			Matt sighed. “Would you feel better if I went and talked to him?” 

			“No, please don’t.”

			“Why not? He’s our neighbor. We should be talking. He should know if something’s bothering us. We can have a neighborly discussion.”

			“No. I don’t trust him.”

			“But you can trust me. It’s going to be fine, honey.” He paused, softened his gaze. “I think maybe you’re just getting a little too worked up, making more of this than it is. Remember how the pregnancy hormones affected you last time.”

			“Don’t patronize me, Matt.”

			“I’m just reminding you. Please don’t worry.”

			

			Matt came home the next night and reported on the neighbor.

			“We had a good talk,” he said, and Leigh saw a light in his eyes as he spoke. “It was actually educational. We talked about hunting, and I have to admit I was impressed with his knowledge. He grew up in that house and has been deer hunting since he was a kid. He showed me the bow he uses and the hoist for dressing the animal. He even took me out to see the deer stand in the woods. It’s not a treehouse after all.”

			Matt looked like a boy with his clean-cut hair and shaved cheeks. Leigh saw that he’d dressed in his woodsman clothes for this neighborly meeting. A new plaid work shirt and Timberland boots that weren’t yet broken in. 

			“Jesus Christ, Matt. What the hell’s a deer stand?”

			“It’s a raised platform where he can wait for deer. It’s like a lookout tower attached to a tree. I can show you.”

			“He built this in our woods?”

			“Technically it’s his part of the woods. Anyway, hearing him talk, he’s like a deer detective. He can find the places where they’ve bedded down, and where they’ve been eating. He knows when the mating season starts, and he uses doe urine to bait bucks into the kill zone.”

			“Kill zone?” 

			“Apparently bowhunting is a lot harder than gun hunting. You have to wear camouflage and cover your scent and wait. It sounds almost meditative, like fishing. But Daryl eats venison when he manages to shoot one and stores the extra meat in the back shed. What I’m trying to say is that it’s just his sport. He’s not some sociopath.”

			Leigh took a shallow breath. The baby fluttered near her diaphragm. “Did you ask him to give us notice when he goes out to hunt? Did you remind him about the kids?”

			

			Matt paused. “We mainly just talked about how the deer population is out of control, and how it’s kinder to take the deer out humanely than to let them get run over.”

			“You didn’t ask.”

			Matt was silent. After a moment, he said in his attorney’s voice, “It’s clear that Daryl’s a responsible hunter. I’m not worried about the girls’ safety. The guy may not have social graces, but he knows his stuff. You should go over there sometime and talk to him yourself.”

			Leigh shook her head. The fetus turned inside her.

			November. The maple outside the window suddenly blazed red. Not a gradual transition, but an abrupt one, as if some mysterious code in its foliage had been activated overnight. 

			Soon, the yard was carpeted crimson. The landscapers only came every other week with their leaf blowers, so in the meantime, Leigh tried raking. She’d never raked before, and at first she enjoyed it, relishing the virtuous burn in her arm muscles as she made a pile for her children to jump into, the way she’d seen in movies. But she was heavy and tired. Not to mention that the leaf pile was damp and full of twigs, and the ground rocky beneath. Returning the rake to the garage, she noticed a new flag staked in the neighbor’s yard. She’d seen this kind of flag before, but only online, never in person. It was an alternative American flag, not the real stars and stripes but a sickly black-and-blue inverse. Like a photo negative, the color washed away. She understood it to hold a purportedly benign message, but in her neighbor’s yard it struck her as a whispered threat. There was something undeniably sinister about it, like the banner of a dark parallel nation lurking beneath the familiar sunlit one. 

			She was quiet at dinner. Matt was talking about a podcast he’d discovered about raising chickens. He was thinking about building a coop. She let him talk, didn’t interrupt to tell him how chickens—ugly prehistoric prey animals—repulsed her. She didn’t interrupt to mention the neighbor’s flag. It was impossible Matt had failed to notice it. He nattered on about chickens, pretending nothing was wrong. 

			She wondered about the other neighbors, if they were also disturbed by the flag, or if they tacitly approved. Was it possible the whole neighborhood was part of the parallel nation? There was no way to know what was said inside those houses, their windows like the eyes of indifferent faces. She couldn’t know what weapons might be kept in them, whether locked away or loose—or what unhinged fantasies might play out in the minds of their owners. There were so many shootings in the news, premeditated and spontaneous. Supermarkets, schools, small-town parades. There were riots and arson. The country had begun to feel explosive, as if the bedrock of civility had fractured, discontent roiling like lava beneath.

			It upset Leigh to turn on the TV or even read the news headlines, but she forced herself to do it. She had to be aware. It was possible that this violent season was just a kink in the silken ribbon of time, that her life and the lives of her children would continue to unroll comfortably and predictably. But it was also possible that this was all building to a true paroxysm, some awful climactic reaping. Leigh knew it wouldn’t be the first time. It happened every few decades, like clockwork. Villages set ablaze, marauders in animal skins and horned helmets. Death marches, gas chambers. What set humans apart from the rest of the animal kingdom, after all, was their ability to create fire. And when the fire came, it was unquenchable. Only the paranoid survived, the ones who’d already packed their things and fled, despite the mockery of others. When the conflagration arrived in full, Leigh asked herself, what would she do? Cower in her house, hide her children in the closet? Depend on Matt to defend them with a rake? 

			Leigh couldn’t calm her nerves. She jumped at every sound. The sight of the flag next door sent a shiver through her. She hadn’t seen the neighbor since the block party, but she knew he was going into the woods with his arrows. The fear scripted her nightmares. A deer corpse, rope tight around the neck. A hand with a skinning knife, peeling away the hide. The lungs falling to the ground. The heart. The skinning knife turning toward her. Running through the woods, hiding behind a boulder, nestling low in the leaves. The predator looming above. Lifting his bow.

			When she woke, she wished she had a gun. It was a simple thought, but it came as a shock. She was someone who voted for gun control candidates; considered assault weapons barbaric; believed the mentally ill, the abusive, the criminally-inclined should be denied access to firearms. But she was an educated law-abiding citizen, and if there was going to be a constitutional right to bear arms, shouldn’t it be for people like her? For mothers to defend their children?

			She would do it properly. Apply for a permit, submit to the background check, find a shooting range where she could learn, tick all the boxes. She could do it in secret. She’d bury the gun in the yard—easy as that. Her husband wouldn’t know. Her daughters would never find it, never become statistics like the children of the negligent.

			She researched. Although she’d pictured herself with a pistol, it turned out that applying for long gun certification was faster. All that was needed was a single training course, even in her restrictive state. She found a one-day intensive at a shooting range just a half hour away, and without pausing filled out the registration form.

			

			Leigh now raked daily, compulsively, working at the scarlet shag in the backyard. She’d postponed applying for freelance assignments. She needed some time to decompress before the new baby came, she told herself. The truth was that her focus was gone. How could she concentrate on writing a grant proposal for the Nearwater Art Center when the future was so uncertain—when there might not be a future at all? It was irresponsible to fritter hours away on delusions. She needed time to prepare logistically and psychologically for whatever hardship might be coming. 

			In the meantime, raking was an outlet for her nerves and allowed her to be a sentinel. From her backyard, she could keep an eye on the neighbor’s property. His house was in a state of quasi-disrepair, its blue paint fading to violet, a ladder permanently leaned against the siding. No landscaping to speak of, just a weedy expanse and a dry moat of gravel. The shed was mildewed, its blacked-out windows like eye patches. There was no extra deer meat in there—no. It was where the arsenal was kept. More than arrows, she was sure. 

			Sometimes she glimpsed a shape in a window of the house. He was watching her; it was obvious. He wasn’t even trying to hide it. But as long as she was in the yard, he wouldn’t dare come out. Not in the daylight. He wouldn’t dare pass her and go into the woods. She thought of the doe she’d seen, now dwelling out of sight in the trees. Leigh imagined that she was protecting the deer, keeping hunter and quarry apart.

			She’d learned that a mother deer, unbelievably, would leave her fawn alone while she foraged. The baby would nest on a bed of leaves and wait, its spotted coat the thinnest camouflage. It had no other defense. The mother had nothing else to give, nothing but speed and reflex, the instinct to run when it was time to run.

			

			Leigh was surprised by the number of women at the shooting range. But there was no vacuous giggling or chatter. These women were driven. Maybe they were dealing with stalkers or abusers. Maybe they had children, too. They weren’t like the silly women at the block party who were probably at home laminating things, worried about candy and bullies. These women glanced at her pregnant belly with unreadable expressions. They might have been judging her for exposing her fetus to the high decibels of gunshots, but she didn’t think so. No, these were looks of respect.

			Handling the rifle stirred in her a mix of unease and veneration. As an object it was innocent, its danger just an idea coiled inside. Foreign to her hands at first, the metal felt cold and antagonistic. But after she fired her first shot, it all changed. The crack of the report shook her, even though she was the one who’d pulled the trigger. It was the cleanest kind of surprise, the flicking on of a deep inner light.

			Immediately, she wanted to do it again.

			By the end of the session, she was hitting targets. It wasn’t hard; it was comically easy. She laughed. So did another woman when their eyes met. So, this was what the men boasted about. This was all it was. 

			The fetus was more active than usual. It could hear the shots, of course, but Leigh didn’t believe the noise could really harm the baby’s hearing, muffled as it was by amniotic fluid. So many pregnancy warnings were overblown, designed to control women. With her first pregnancy, she’d felt shamed into avoiding concerts and cold cuts, eliminating caffeine. By baby three, she was done with that. 

			At the end of the class, she and the other women completed their permit paperwork and sent it off.

			One morning, raking near the edge of the woods, Leigh came across an area of blackened leaves. As if oil, or some other dark liquid, had been spilled on them. She lifted a leaf and ran a finger over it, saw the rust color come off on her skin. It took a moment to identify the substance, to look at the leaves encircling her and recognize that she was standing among large patches of dried blood. The stained leaf dropped from her hand. 

			The next time Leigh went to the garage to retrieve the rake, she couldn’t find the big green tarp she used for collecting leaves. It wasn’t folded on top of the oil tank where she usually put it. She finally discovered it in the corner of the garage, tucked over something. The shape beneath was big and oblong, like a body. Tentatively, she pinched a corner of the cloth. Beneath, she glimpsed what appeared to be a large cooler. She pulled the tarp away and looked at the cooler for a long moment. Finally, she lifted its lid.

			“What do you mean, he gave it to you?” she demanded, after the girls were asleep. “When did you see him?”

			“I ran into him at the mailbox, and he invited me in for a beer.”

			“So now you’re going over there for beers?”

			Matt was quiet. “What was I supposed to say? ‘No, I won’t come in’?”

			“Yes, that is what you were supposed to say. And ‘no thank you’ for the gift.”

			“But he insisted I take it.”

			“It’s not a gift, Matt. It’s terrorism.”

			“Come on, Leigh. You’re being crazy.”

			Her heart was speeding, and she spoke in a rush. “No, no, no. I’m not being crazy. Stop saying I’m being crazy. It’s terrorism. It’s the definition of terrorism, intimidation through violence. How do you not see that?” Her voice cracked and she felt lightheaded, but she went on. “He knew exactly how I’d react. Maybe not you, but me. It’s a message for me. A threat. How do you not see that? Oh my God.” She swayed and sat down.

			Alarm came over Matt’s face, and he lowered himself beside her. “Honey, please, calm down. I’m sorry you found it. I should have just told you instead of hiding it. I should have known it would upset you to find it.”

			Leigh put a hand over her eyes. The sight—what was in the cooler under the tarp—still burned her retinas. “Give it back,” she said.

			“I can’t.”

			“Why the fuck not?”

			Her husband raised his hands in the air. “Jesus, take it easy. Because it would be insulting to return a gift.”

			“A decapitated head is not a gift.”

			“Seriously, Leigh. Haven’t you ever seen a deer mount? They’re decorative. People pay a lot of money for them.”

			“But it’s not mounted. It’s just a head.”

			“We’re supposed to get it mounted. Or not. It doesn’t matter. What’s the big deal?”

			Leigh’s hands trembled. She felt that she might do something with them that she couldn’t control. Hit her husband or scratch him like a cat. She drew a long breath and steadied her voice. 

			“What if it was a different animal?” she asked. “What if it was a dog? Or a horse, like in The Godfather? What if it was a person?”

			“But it’s not.” Matt put a hand to her knee and rubbed. He looked firmly into her eyes and shook his head. “Please, please stop worrying about Daryl. He’s a fine, normal person.”

			Leigh snorted. “You sound just like him. Stop worrying. No. I will not stop worrying. It’s my job to worry. You know how neighbors always talk about mass shooters afterward? He was just a regular guy, unassuming, friendly, kept to himself, I can’t believe he’d do something like this. At least here we have some pretty big clues.” She took a breath. “I saw blood in the yard yesterday. He killed that deer on our property, Matt.”

			“You don’t know that. And even if he did, hunting deer doesn’t make him a criminal. It’s legal and it’s normal.”

			She stared at her husband and for the first time in their marriage felt pure contempt. He was a stooge, flattered by the alpha male next door, pliant as a puppy. His gullibility was endangering her family. He knew nothing about the neighbor. No one ever knew the truth about anyone. People wore masks convincingly their whole lives, and no one could tell, not even their spouses—not until the day they came home with an axe. 

			“Don’t tell me to calm down,” Leigh said in a low whisper. “I saw behind the mask, Matt. It was just a glimpse, but I saw. At the block party when I confronted him about the arrow. He was threatened, like a cornered animal. There was rage in his eyes. There was hate, and I saw it.”

			“Stop,” he told her. “Our neighbor isn’t a monster. Repeat after me.”

			She closed her eyes. There was no use talking anymore.

			In the news, a man who’d shot his neighbors. A whole family, including two teenaged girls, in a town just five hours away. Investigators had found a rambling manifesto in his computer drive. In his mug shot, the killer looked possessed. Waxy skin and bugged eyes that seemed locked on something approaching fast in the distance. Hard gray eyes with black chinks in the irises. 

			Leigh’s nightmares went darker. A recurring theme now: finding her children dead in their beds. Bloodied from animal mauling. Arrows piercing their blankets like porcupine quills. The dream always began the same way. She woke, in the dream, from a noise in the house, but waited too long to investigate. A minute too long, a second. 

			

			She knew that pregnancy dreams were unusually vivid—she’d had cinematic dreams during her other two pregnancies—but these weren’t cinematic. They were somatic, real to the core of her bones, and they stuck like glue. Throughout the day, their images would return in such harrowing detail that she’d lose her breath. She’d have to stop what she was doing and go upstairs to check on the girls, see their empty beds for herself. They were safe at school, of course, but even that knowledge failed to calm her. Schools weren’t actually safe. They were run by optimists, smiling office ladies with open doors and airy windows. The children abandoned there like fawns, scarcely concealed. 

			The gun permit arrived. Leigh scrolled through online message boards and settled on a .234 Winchester rifle, tailored for women. Affordable, light, with a low recoil. It had a streamlined design, an elegant lethality even she could appreciate. She ordered the rifle along with a shoulder strap, a flashlight mount, and a case of ammunition, and had it all shipped to the shooting range. When she picked it up, the background check took minutes; she’d never gotten so much as a traffic ticket in her life. That same night, she slipped outdoors and took a gardening spade to the edge of the woods. She dug a hole at the base of a large rock and buried the gun in its waterproof case.

			In the morning, she sat with her coffee at the living room window. From here, the covered hole was unnoticeable, blending into the scenery. Leigh stared out at the spot and felt a quiet power. For the first time in weeks, she breathed normally; the next day, she knew she’d made a mistake. She dug back into the ground, brushed the dirt off the waterproof case, refilled the hole, and brought the rifle inside. It needed to be indoors, she realized. If there were a home invasion, there wouldn’t be time to run outside and shovel it up. It needed to be instantly accessible, or it was worthless. She then expedited shipping on a trigger lock with a three-digit combination: her due date. A few days later, she hid the gun in her closet, behind her long winter coats. She could have it out of its case and in her hands, unlocked, in nine seconds. She’d timed herself.

			The nights were getting colder. Leigh and Matt brought out an extra coverlet with tinseled embroidery. It was finely crafted, purchased from a global goods retailer in the city at the start of their marriage, an emblem of beauty and grace.

			Asleep beneath the coverlet, Matt’s breathing was steady and slow, blissfully oblivious. Sleep tugged at Leigh, but she clung to consciousness. It was well past midnight when she finally sank into black waters. Some hours later, just before dawn, she woke to a scream. A bolt of terror shot through her. Matt didn’t stir, his earplugs lodged tightly in place. Leigh lay in bed, petrified. Just as in her nightmares, she lay in bed a moment too long.

			Then she remembered the gun.

			She counted the seconds as she stood in her dark closet, fumbling with her coats. Nine, ten, eleven. Too long.

			She didn’t even think of waking Matt. Weapon finally in hand, she left him asleep with his earplugs beneath the coverlet and hurried through the hallway. She touched a wall as she ran. Solid, smooth, real. Her heart rolled in its cage—then, a sizzle of electricity, a thousand points of pain as she threw open the door to the girls’ bedroom.

			But there they were. Their sleeping, carved-ivory faces. Their white goose-down comforters like mounds of fresh snow. The scream came again. No. It was only a fox. She tried desperately to believe this, but the timber of the scream struck an iron bell deep within her. It stole her breath. She saw them, her sleeping daughters. But no matter. She was too late. 

			She’d known it before she opened the door. The scream sounded in her head. It looped, shrilling the air, surrounding the house. The foxes, if they were foxes, sounding their alarm. 

			Leigh drew back from the door and positioned the rifle strap over her neck and chest. With her hands free, she descended the stairs, supporting her belly, steadying herself with the banister. Blood rushed in her ears as she looked through the cold vast window to the darkened yard. The blue sleep light from her laptop pulsed, its faint reflection appearing and disappearing in the glass. 

			Something was happening to her eyesight. It narrowed, focusing to a point as she walked out into the yard. The sky trembled between night and dawn, the moon hanging low like a sling blade. Her eyes adjusted to the pale wash of brightening sky. The bluebird house was just becoming visible, a charcoal smudge, its lines more distinct every moment. She walked toward it, then stood unmoving. Listening. The baby shifted inside her. The scream still sounded, though she could no longer tell if it was outside or inside her head. One moment overlapped with the next, an unbroken chain. 

			All at once, the chain snapped. A great cracking sound, a crash through the woods, as a dark form slashed from the tangle and into the yard. A tremendous beast filled her vision, its eyes rolling wildly as it veered, leaping and staggering, its front knees buckling. She saw its legs fold, the tendons give way, the animal fall forward. She saw the neck bend sharply, the bulk of the body following, collapsing to the ground. 

			Leigh knew all of it, as if from ancient memory. The arrow through the soft place behind the front leg, a long thin rod with fletching. The steel point of the arrowhead embedded in the wall of the heart. Blood already pooled from the ripped place. The black caverns of the creature’s eyes. Nothing remaining there. No more wildness, only a veil of bewilderment left behind in its rush from life.

			Leigh remembered her hand reaching toward the wound. Gripping the arrow and easing it out, flinging it away. With the cloth of her nightgown, mopping the wound. Wiping the channel of blood from the mouth. Putting fingertips to one of the long ears and feeling the soft interior. This finely tuned instrument of sensitivity and caution. 

			There was a new sound in the woods. A rustle.

			Leigh flicked on the gun’s mounted flashlight. The rustle sounded again. The harsh flashlight beam illuminated a crowd of trees, blanching their naked trunks. They’d unrobed over the past weeks, shed their frippery in preparation for rough weather. Now she swept the light over them slowly, pausing to train the beam through the gaps between trunks. Until, there: a vague shape. Not a raccoon or fox, but something larger, worse.

			The scream in Leigh’s head intensified and rose in pitch—a bowstring drawn tight. An arrow aimed and ready to fly.

			The moment opened wide. She felt an excruciating sense of exposure, standing alone in the yard, a target from any angle. Her instinct was to flee, to hide her bulbous form behind something solid, but she couldn’t move. Dread knifed through her veins. Time slowed. As in her nightmares, she felt moored to the place where she stood. The rifle became heavy in her grip, and a great trembling overtook her. There was no muscle memory associated with this alien object, just the folly of a one-day shooting course whose lessons were already lost. 

			It took all her will to lift the gun and train the barrel unsteadily toward the target in the woods. The huddled shape was there, and then it was not. Her hands shook. The banshees shrieked, inside and outside at once. The sky flipped from night to dawn to night again. The world appeared flat, a silver daguerreotype. As she stared, the shape in the trees resolved, then dissolved. Now solid, now shadow. True, false. Her finger felt the newness of the trigger, its cold sickle. She felt herself rise from her body and hover above, watching her own movements from a distance. A suspended instant, thick as honey. She stopped searching, closed her eyes. Pulled. 

			The action slammed her back to earth. Her arm swung up from the kickback, and she tottered precariously. The shot’s reverberation was so loud that it seemed to have come from inside her. 

			Her right hand vibrated. A crazed heartbeat drummed in her head. After a moment, she let go of the rifle, let it hang from its strap. There was no rustling sound in the trees. No shape in the woods. The screaming had stopped, too.

			Leigh stood alert and listened. For a long time, there was no sound. And then, the first faraway trill of a bird. She stayed in place until her heart slowed and her breathing steadied, until the first suggestion of color came to the sky, a breath of pink. 

			Slowly, she began her hobble back toward the house. It loomed ahead, a grayish mass. All at once, the truth rang so clear that she could hear it. This ridiculous house, this vainglorious structure, couldn’t be trusted. Nothing that jutted so arrogantly, that called such attention to itself, could be expected to protect anyone. She’d take her children out of it. It was the natural thing to do. She’d tuck them somewhere safer. Some deeper, warmer cave.

			Inside, the house felt sterile, hermetically sealed, as if all the air had been vacuumed out. Only a woman waited at the foot of the stairs, a long gun strapped to her chest above a bulging middle. A nightgown stained with blood. Her face streaked with it. Leigh reached toward the woman, felt her quivering hand touch mirrored glass. The taste of iron on her lips. 

			Then, the voices of children. She climbed the stairs one at a time. She entered her own room and stood beside the bed. Her husband slept facing away. Still asleep. Always asleep. Maybe he’d awoken briefly from the sound of the shot, pushed the disturbance away, slipped back into dreamland. Or maybe his rubber earplugs had muted the report well enough that his mind could incorporate it into whatever soft fiction it spun. He wheezed through his mouth, defenseless as an infant, face and neck exposed as if hope alone could protect him.

			He was a subordinate, inferior mammal.

			She was something else.

			She stood above him as he stirred, turned over, and opened his eyes.

		

	
		
			

			2.

			Dominion

			Roy Fox found a stack of letters on the counter. He lifted the first sheet, heavy with crayon, and studied its clumsy drawing of a blue-striped tiger with ears like a rabbit.

			“They’re from Piper’s school,” Marilyn said, clipping across the kitchen in a spangled gold skirt-suit. Another woman might look tawdry in such an ensemble, but his wife carried it off like a duchess. 

			“Where are you going? I forget.”

			“Luncheon for the hospital. We’re asking Carol Christensen to join the board.”

			“Ah.”

			Roy rifled through the letters, some two dozen, each with an inept artistic rendering of Molly. Only one differed, clearly typed by a parent: While we appreciate your good intention in visiting our child’s school with an animal ambassador as impressive as Molly, we’re concerned by the practice of keeping wild creatures captive—

			“Marilyn!” Roy called out, but she was already gone. He wanted to write back immediately, tell these crabs that Molly was a rescue from a circus in Peru, thank you very much, where she’d been subjected to cramped and squalid conditions before Roy squired her to a three-acre habitat of her own—a tiger’s paradise, more savannah than enclosure. He took out paper and pencil but was too indignant to form words. 

			

			What mattered, he reminded himself, was that the school visit had been an unmitigated success, and not just in his opinion, but as corroborated by the teachers’ and children’s obvious glee. Some of the students had been ill-behaved, of course, pushing ahead of the others, reaching to touch Molly without permission. The class, as Roy had feared, had been a motley little crew, a microcosm of the wider district’s demographic makeup. Roy remained perplexed by his daughter’s decision to live in a scrubby neighborhood at the edge of Old Cranbury and to send Piper to public school when there was a panoply of private and Christian academies at her disposal. It was doubtful that his granddaughter would gain any special benefit from “diversity” in this rawest sense of the word, this bestiary of scrappily dressed, minimally groomed children. During his visit, Roy had been struck by one girl in particular whose hair looked like it had never been combed. And a boy, whom the teacher addressed as “Chance,” with his eggy, buzz-cut head, had flailed toward Molly with motions so spastic he thought the child might be mentally challenged. Amidst these classmates, Piper had stood out, highbred and luminous in her blue smocked dress and hair bow, serenely awaiting instruction.

			And Molly had been the politest of guests, a perfect doll. Roy had crouched beside her while Luis held her chain, and she had patiently allowed the children to stroke her flank. There was no need for the school staff to know that they’d put a low dosage of sedative in her food that morning, just to be on the safe side. Molly didn’t really need it, but Marilyn had thought it was a good idea, and he hadn’t argued.

			The day was unseasonably warm, so Roy had lunch with the flamingos, on the bench near the lagoon. After so many years of eating at his desk, it was a sweet reward to relax with his steak sandwich and flamboyance of birds. He watched Diego scatter pigment-enhancing food pellets as they paced in their weird way, back and forth in unison like distracted women. Roy hadn’t wanted birds at first, but when the opportunity for Caribbean flamingos came up—this most striking subtype with deep coral feathers—he couldn’t resist. Up close, they were gawky and beady-eyed, honking obnoxiously, but at a distance they were art. 

			After his sandwich, Roy stopped at the serval enclosure, where Vanessa and Sienna lounged under a wooden table. Vanessa approached with her slow, fluid gait and extended her neck for a chin rub. When Hobo emerged from his den box, Roy threw a rubber mouse to him. He never tired of these cats, their long lines and breathtaking speed, their astounding vertical springs. He loved their oversized bat ears and their gray eyes like agate marbles, glamorously outlined in black. 

			Throwing the mouse, Roy felt the pleasant emptiness he experienced only with his animals. It must be akin to Zen bliss, the way the yogis thought of it. After leaving the corporate world, he’d finally found a role he could joyfully fulfill, and which he’d wholly earned. Finally, he was making up all those hours of lost daylight: four decades of bureaucracy and conflict. He’d never really warmed to management, even though he’d excelled at it. He’d always found personnel too slippery and hard to pin down. But management was a necessary evil that came with any position of power. And power was something he’d pursued instinctively, adopted easily, worn like a calfskin glove. 

			It was amusing to think that so much hustle had ultimately led to spending his days like a farmer. When he and Marilyn attended black-tie galas, when they were photographed for the society pages, it tickled Roy to know that just hours earlier he’d been hand-feeding a beef shank to a tiger or helping to midwife a camel birth.

			

			Salvador joined him in the serval enclosure with a bucket of chicken legs. The cats pounced on the meat before it hit the ground. 

			“Yes, sir. Yes, ma’am,” Salvador chuckled to the cats. “That’s good food.”

			Roy found himself laughing, too. The truth was that he enjoyed his property staff more than his peers in black tie. The men he hired to maintain the property and care for the animals were fine people, steered by other desires. The concept of ambition—of success for success’s sake—was foreign to them. Satisfied by what the natural world provided, they were unaware of or indifferent to the higher calibers of human pleasures. Roy might have envied this plain contentment, but he understood he was designed differently. His enjoyment of these animals, this life, was necessarily contingent on all that had come before, the challenges he’d met with his own brainpower. He enjoyed the animals because he’d worked to obtain them. But unequal as they were, he and his staff were happy together in this Eden. Roy was pleased to share the humor of watching a capybara waddle into the lagoon. Marilyn took delight in the animals, too—especially the camels, whose faces she loved, full of comedy and tragedy. She divined profound feeling in their soft, long-lashed eyes. She was the keeper of the household ledger. In a funny swap, she was the manager now, and Roy the irresponsible one in need of reining in. When he’d wanted to build a dolphinarium, Marilyn had unequivocally told him no. 

			When she came home, Roy was on the hammock near the kudus. She’d changed out of her luncheon armor into jeans and boots, a loose sweater. She’d kept her earrings in and still looked like a glamour queen as she perched on the neighboring hammock.

			“I was thinking,” Roy said, “that since Piper’s class enjoyed meeting Molly so much at school, maybe we should invite them to come visit the property. Maybe they could take a field trip here, to see where the animals live and how well we take care of them.”

			He wouldn’t tell her about the disparaging letter, which he’d already shredded and stuffed in the trash. Its logic was so misguided, so obtuse, that he’d decided to withhold the satisfaction a response might give the author.

			Marilyn raised a brow. “That’s a lot of children, Roy.”

			“Yes, and we have a lot of land. I’ve been thinking we should make our property more accessible to the public. I mean, what’s it all for, if not to share? We should be proud of what we’re doing for these animals. People should know. We should be taking the lead in the community, helping to grow awareness about conservation.”

			“You sound like a CEO.”

			Roy laughed and swung in the hammock, waiting for more. Marilyn would have an opinion; she always did. He’d learned to heed it. 

			“Well,” Marilyn finally said, opening the folds of her hammock and rolling herself in. “I think it’s a very nice thought. Why don’t we go ahead and talk to the school.”

			Roy smiled up at the sky above, a jolly blue canopy over everything he loved.

			The school was, in fact, amenable to the idea, and plans were made for a field trip in November.
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