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        I met Aykan in a pub sometime late in 1997. I was with friends, and one of them was loudly talking about the internet, which we were all very excited about.


        'Fucking internet's fucking dead, man. Yesterday's bullshit,' I heard from two tables away. Aykan was staring at me, gazing at me curiously, like he wasn't sure I'd let him crash this party.


        He was Turkish (I asked because of his name). His English was flawless. He had none of the throaty accent I half-expected, though each of his words did sound finished in a slightly unnatural way.


        He smoked high tar incessantly ('Fucking national sport: they wouldn't let me in fucking 'Stanbul without sufficient shit in my lungs.'). He liked me because I wasn't intimidated by him. I let him call me names and didn't get my back up when he was rude. Which he was, often.


        My friends hated him, and after he'd left I nodded and murmured agreement with them about what a weirdo, about how rude and where he got off, but the fact was I couldn't get worked up about Aykan. He told us off for getting moist about email and the web. He told us wired connection was dead. I asked him what he was into instead and he took a long drag on his stinking cigarette and shook his head, dismissively exhaling the smoke.


        'Nanotech,' he said. 'Little shit.'


        He didn't explain that. I left him my phone number but I never expected to hear from him. Ten months later he called me. It was just luck that I lived at the same address, and I told him that.


        'People don't fucking move, man,' he said, incomprehensibly. I arranged to meet him after work. He sounded a bit distracted, a bit miserable even.


        'Do you play games, man?' he said. 'N64?'


        'I've got a Playstation,' I told him.


        'Playstation licks shit, man,' he told me. 'Bullshit digital controls. I'll give you the ads, though. Playstation ads sing sweet hymns, but you want a fucking analog control stick, or you're playing once removed. You know anyone with N64?'


        As soon as we met he handed me a little grey plastic square. It was a game pack for a Nintendo 64 system, but it was roughcast and imperfectly finished, its seam bizarrely ragged. It had no label, only a sticker scrawled with illegible handwriting.


        'What's this?' I asked.


        'Find someone with N64,' he said. 'Project of mine.'


        We talked for a couple of hours. I asked Aykan what he did for a living. He did that dismissive smoking thing again. He muttered about computer consultancy and web design. I thought the internet was dead, I told him. He agreed fervently.


        I asked him what nanotech stuff he was doing and he became ragged with enthusiasm. He caught me with crazy looks and grinned at odd intervals, so I couldn't tell if he was bullshitting me.


        'Don't talk to me about little miniature fucking arterial cleaning robots, don't fucking talk to me about medical reconstruction, or microwhateverthefucks to clean up oil slicks, ok? That's bullshit to get people on board. What's going to be big in nanotech? Eh? Like any other fucking thing...' he banged the table and slopped beer. 'The money's in games.'


        Aykan had extraordinary schemes. He told me about his prototype. It was crude, he said, but it was a start. 'It's old school meets new school,' he kept saying. 'Kids with fucking conkers, in the playground.' The game was called Blood Battle, or Bloody Hell, or Bloodwar. He hadn't decided.


        'You buy a little home injection kit, like you're diabetic. And you build up your own serum from the pack provided. Like when you play a wargame you choose how many fuckers on horseback and how many artillery, right? Well, you have different vials full of microbots that interact with your blood, each type with different defences and attacks, and there are miniature repair robots like medics, all of these fuckers microsize. And you make yourself a blood army, with electrical frontline, chemical attack forces, good defences, whatever you've decided.


        'Then when you go to the playground and you meet your little friend who's also bought Bloodwar, and you prick your fingers, right, like you're going to be bloodbrothers, and you each squeeze out a drop of blood into a special dish, and you fucking mix 'em up.'


        I stared at him incredulously while he grinned and smoked. 'And then you sit back and watch the blood shimmer and bubble and move about. Because there's a war on.' He grinned for a long time.


        'How do you know who's won?' I asked eventually.


        'The dish,' he said. 'Comes with a little display and speakers in the base. Picks up signals from the 'bots and amplifies them. You hear battle sounds and your troops reporting casualties, and at the end you get a score and you see who's won.'


        He sat back a minute and smoked some more, watching me. I tried to think of something sardonic to say, but was defeated. He leaned in suddenly and pulled out a little Swiss army knife.


        'I'll show you,' he said intensely. 'You up for it? I can show you now. I'm primed. We know you'll lose because you've got no troops, but you'll see how it works.' The knife waited above his thumb, and he gazed at me for the go-ahead. I hesitated and shook my head. I couldn't tell if he was serious or not, if he'd actually injected himself with these lunatic game-pieces, but he was weirding me out.


        He had other ideas. There were spinoffs for Bloodwar, and there were other more complicated games, involving outside equipment like airport metal detectors that you walked through, that set off particular reactions from your tiny little internal robots. But Bloodwar was his favourite.


        I gave him my email address and thanked him for the N64 pack. He wouldn't tell me where he lived, but he gave me his mobile number. I called it at seven the next morning.


        'Jesus fucking Christ, Aykan,' I said. 'This game, thing, whatever... it's total genius.'


        I had been curious enough to rent a Nintendo 64 console from Blockbusters on my way home, to play the thing he'd given me. It was utterly extraordinary. It was not a game. It was a totally immersing piece of art, a multilayered environment that passed through anarchic and biting political commentary, bleak dreamscapes, erotic staging posts. There was no 'gameplay', only exploration, of the environment, of the conspiracies being unmasked. The viewpoint shifted and changed vertiginously. There were moments of shocking power.


        I was stunned. I pulled an all-nighter, and called him as early as I thought I could get away with.


        'What is this shit?' I asked. 'When's it coming out? I'll buy a fucking console just for this.'


        'It's not coming out, man,' Aykan said. He sounded quite awake. 'It's just some shit I did. Nintendo are bastards, man,' he said. 'They'd never license it. No fucker'd produce it anyway. It's just for my friends. The hardest thing, let me tell you, the hardest thing isn't the programming, it's making the housing. If they read off CDs or whatever, no fucking problem. But putting the software into that poxy stupid little plastic square, and making it so it'll fit in the casing with all the right connectors. That's the hard bit. That's why I'm not doing that shit any more. Boring.'


        I still own it, Aykan's guerrilla software, his illicit work of art. I still play it. Two years on I'm still discovering new levels, new layers. Later, before he disappeared, Aykan translated the scrawledtitle for me: We Deserve Better Than This.


        



        Aykan's occasional emails to me often included web addresses for me to look up. I say Aykan's emails, although no name ever appeared in the 'Sender' column, and they were never signed. Whenever I tried to reply to them, they would register as coming from a nonsense address, and the messages would bounce back to me. But Aykan never denied the emails were his, and sometimes even asked me if I'd received certain messages. He irritably dismissed questions about how or why he sent them anonymously. If I wanted to contact him, I had to do it by phone.


        



        This was a time when mass-circulation emails were getting out of hand. Every day I'd get one or two urls to look up. Sometimes they were pornographic, with a message like 'Did you know that was possible???!!!' from some sad lad or other I vaguely knew. More often they were links to some weird news story or other. Usually they looked too dull to chase up.


        Aykan's, though, I always checked. They were pretty extraordinary. Essays, art pieces, things like that.



        Sometimes he provided a password to get into hidden pages online, and when I visited them they were incomprehensible internal reports that looked very much like governments talking to governments, or rebel groups talking to rebels. I couldn't tell if they were hoaxes, but if not, I was rather alarmed.



        'What's all this shit you keep sending me?' I demanded.



        'Interesting, huh?' he sniggered, and put the phone down.


        It wasn't just websites he sent me. Sometimes he directed me to one or another of his online projects. That was how I realised that Aykan was a virtuoso of programming. He was something extraordinary. Once, on one of our infrequent rendezvous, I called him a hacker. He burst out laughing, then got very angry with me.



        'Fucking hacker?' He laughed again. 'Fucking hacker? Listen bro, you're not talking to some sebum-faced little 16-year old geekboy with wankstained pants who calls himself Dev-L.' He swore furiously. 'I'm not a fucking hacker, man, I'm a fucking artist, I'm ahardworking wage-slave, I'm a concerned motherfucking citizen, whatever you want, but I'm not a fucking hacker.'


        I didn't care what he wanted to call himself. Whatever he thought he was, he left me awestruck - disbelieving, really, utterly bewildered - with what he could do.



        'What search engine do you use?' he wrote to me once. 'How often does your name come up? Try it now and then again tomorrow morning.'



        According to searchsites.com I appeared on seven websites, all of them work-related rubbish. When I typed in my name again the next day, I was nowhere. I looked up my company's website and there I was, halfway down the page. But when I ran my name through searchsites or runbot or megawhere, I had no luck. I had become invisible.



        'What did you do, you fuck?' I yelled down the phone. I was excited, though, feigning anger badly.



        'How's that, huh? I ran you through my hide engine.' I could hear him smoking. 'Don't worry, man,' he said. 'I'll take you out of it. But it's good, huh? Tomorrow I think I'm gonna run Jack fucking Strawthrough it, or maybe every fucking sex-related word I can think of.'


        He put the phone down.



        If he did run those words through his engine, it had stopped working. I checked the next day. But maybe he just hadn't bothered.



        I spoke to Aykan several times, but a couple of months went by without me seeing him.



        One morning I found another of his unmarked emails in my inbox. 'HAVE YOU SEEN THIS FUCKPIG SCUMSUCKING PIECE OF SHIT?'



        I had. It was the homepage of an organisation called An End To Hunger. I had been sent it at least twice already, as a recipient on mass emailings.



        The site contained low-key, muted and simple graphics, with a selection of harrowing statistics about world hunger. There were links to the UN Food Programme, Oxfam, and so on. But what made it such a popular site was its push-button charity donation.



        Once per day, anyone visiting the site could click a little toggle, and in the words of the website, 'feed the hungry'. Alongside the button was a list of sponsors - all very dignified, no logos or bellsor whistles, just the name of the company and a link to its homepage.


        Each sponsor would donate half a cent per click, which was roughly equivalent to half a cup of rice, or maize or whatever. It all made me feel a bit uneasy, like corporate charity usually did. When I'd first visited the site I'd pressed the button. It had seemed churlish not to. But I hadn't visited it since, and I was getting irritated with people recommending it to me.



        



        I called Aykan. He was incandescent.


        



        'I've seen the site,' I told him. 'Bit gruesome, isn't it?'


        



        'Gruesome?' he shouted. 'It's fucking sick is what it is. It's fucking beyond beyond, man. I mean, forget politics lite, this shit couldn't be parodied.'


        'I keep getting emails recommending it,' I told him.


        'Any motherfucker emails you that reply them right back tell them to shove it up their arses till it hits the roof of their mouth, yeah? I mean by shit almighty... have you read the FAQ on the website?' I had not.


        'Listen to this. This is fucking verbatim, ok? "Can I click the 'Give Food' button more than once, and keep making donations?" "We're sorry!"' Aykan's voice spewed bile. '"We're real sorry! It's a shamebut you can't do that. Our sponsors have agreed for us to count one donation per person per day, and any more would be breaking our agreement."' He made a noise like angry retching.


        'Fuck 'em, bro,' he said. He sounded incredibly sad. 'They tell us we can't be naughty and do it too often?' I didn't tell him I had donated that first time. He was making me ashamed. I murmured something to him, some agreement, some dismissal and condemnation. It wasn't enough.



        'This is fucking war, man,' he said urgently. 'This one I can't let go.'



        'Run them through your hide engine,' I suggested vaguely.



        'What?' he said, enraged. 'What the fuck you talking about? Don't talk horsefuck, man. I want them down and dead. Time for the big fucking guns, hombre,' he said, and put the phone down. I tried to call him back but he didn't pick up.



        Two days later I got another email.



        'Try visiting you shitting know where,' it said. I did, and An End To Hunger would not come up. The browser couldn't find it. I tried again at the end of the day and it was back, with a small, pious note about how sad they were to be targeted by hackers.



        Aykan wouldn't answer his phone.


        A week and a half later he called me.



        'Man!' he shouted at me. 'Go back to the bastards,' he said. 'I was... you know, I jumped the gun last time. Wasn't particularly clever, right? But it was like a fucking, what do you call it, I was doing a reconnoitre. But go back now, click the bastard button all you can.'



        'What did you do, Aykan?' I said. I was at work, and kept my voice neutral.



        'I don't know how long it'll last,' he said, 'so get all your fucking friends to go visiting. For a short time only the shitlicking sponsors are going to be making a reasonable fucking payout. Ten bucks a fucking click, my friend, none of this half a cent bull. So go give generously.'



        It's impossible to say how much of an impact it had. Certainly for the next day or so I proselytised zealously. An End To Hunger kept it very quiet, when they found out. I like to think that it took thebusinesses in question the best part of a day to realise that their pledged donations had gone up by around 100,000 percent.


        I wondered when Aykan would get bored of these games.



        We spoke for a long time on the phone, one evening a fortnight or so later. He sounded exhausted.



        'What you up to?' I asked him.



        'Waging war, man,' he said shortly.



        I suggested that he was wearing himself out, that he should apply himself to other things. He got angry and depressed all at once.



        'It really got to me, this one,' he said. 'It really got to me. I dunno why, but I can't... This one matters. But... I keep hitting the wrong enemy. "Corporate sponsors don't actually care!" "Big business is hypocritical!" That's not news to anyfuckingbody. Who doesn't know? Who gives a fuck about that?



        'Do you ever stop to think about them, man?' he said. 'Them in the AETH office. What must that do to your head? Like some kind of ghouls, man. What's that got to do to you?'



        I changed the subject several times, but it kept coming back. 'I dunno, man...' he kept saying. 'I dunno what to do...'



        It may have been the next day that he decided, but it was a good three weeks before he could make it work.



        'Go and visit A* E** T* H*****', the email said. 'Click and send the poor starving masses a present. See what happens.'



        I went to the site. Apart from a few minor updates, nothing seemed to have changed. I prevaricated a while, looking for some clue as to what Aykan had done. Eventually I clicked the 'Give Food' button and waited.



        Nothing happened.



        The usual little message, thanking me on behalf of hungry people, appeared. I waited a couple more minutes, then left. Whatever Aykan had planned, I thought, it hadn't come off.



        A couple of hours later I checked my email.



        'How the fuck...' I said, and paused, shaking my head. 'How the fuck, you insane genius bastard, did you do that?'



        'You like that?' The connection was terrible, but I could hear Aykan yelling with laughter. He sounded triumphant. 'You fucking like it?'



        'I... I don't know. I'm very impressed, whatever.'



        I was staring at the message in my inbox. The sender was listed as 'Very Hungry Foreign People'.



        'Dear Kind Generous Person,' it read. 'Thank you so much for your Generous gift of half a cup of wet rice. Our Children will treasure every grain. And do please thank your Kind Organisers at An End To Hunger for organising their rich friends to throw rice at us - that is the advantage of employing Sweatshop labour and trade union busting. That way they can afford rice for us poor people. Whatever you do, do keep sitting back and not asking any questions of them, keep them happy, don't agitate for any corporate taxes or grassroots control or anything like that which would threaten the large profits that allow them to buy us Cups of Rice. With humble love and thanks, The Hungry.'



        'Every motherfucker who clicks the button's going to get that,' Aykan said.



        'How did you do it?'



        'It's a fucking program,' he said, suddenly irritable. 'I stuck it on the website. It scans your fucking hard disk for what looks like your email address, and sends off the message when you draw attention to yourself by clicking. Try pressing "Reply". 'I did. The return address listed was my own.



        'It's very impressive, Aykan,' I said, nodding slowly, wishing someone else had written the letter, made it a bit subtler, maybe edited it a bit. 'You've done a real number on them.'



        'Well it ain't over yet, bro,' he said. 'Watch this space, you know? Watch this fucking space.'



        My phone went at five the next morning. I padded nude and confused into the sitting room.



        'Man.' It was Aykan, tense and excited.



        'What the fuck time is it?' I muttered, or something like that.



        'They're onto me, man,' he hissed.



        'What?' I huddled vaguely into the sofa, rubbed my eyes. Outside, the sky was twotone. Birds were chirruping imbecilically. 'What are you on about?'



        'Our fucking philanthropic friends, man,' he whispered tersely. 'The concerned folk over at Feed The World central, you know? They've rumbled me. They've found me.'



        'How do you know?' I said. 'Have they contacted you?'



        'No no,' he said. 'They wouldn't do that, that would be admitting what the fuck was up. No, I was watching them online, and I can see them tracking me. They can already tell what country I'm in.'


        'What do you mean?' I said. I was fully awake now. 'Are you intercepting their email? Are you crazy?'



        'Oh man, there's a hundred fucking million things you can do, read their messages, watch who they're fucking watching, bounce off internal memos, keep tabs on their automatic defences... trust me on this: they're fucking looking for me.' There was silence. 'They may even have found me,' he finished.


        'So...' I shook my head. 'So leave it alone. Let it be, get off their back before you piss them off any more and they go to the police.'



        'Fucking pofuckinglice...' Aykan's voice swam in scorn. 'They won't give it to the fucking police, the police couldn't find their own thumbs if they were plugging up their arses. No, man. It's not the police I'm worried about, it's these Hunger motherfuckers. Haven't you clocked what kind of people these are? These are bad people, man.Major bad ju-ju. And anyway, man...', he shouted suddenly, as if remembering something. 'And anyway, what the fuck you mean leave it alone? Don't be such a shiteating coward. I told you, didn't I? I told you this was a fucking war, didn't I?' He was shouting by now. I tried to get him to shut up. 'I'm not looking for advice, I just wanted to let you know what was going on.'


        He broke the connection. I did not phone him back. I was tired and pissed off. Paranoid prick, I thought, and went back to bed.



        Aykan kept sending his obscure emails, advising me of some new change to An End To Hunger. The letter to donors did not last long, but Aykan was relentless. He directed me to their sponsors page, and I discovered that he had rerouted every link to a different revolutionary left organisation.



        He created a small popup screen that appeared when the 'donate' button was clicked, that compared the nutritional value of rice with what was rotting in European food mountains.



        He kept hinting at some final salvo, some ultimate attack.



        'I keep watching them, man,' he told me in one of his irregular phone calls. 'I swear they are so on my tail. I'm going to have to be really fucking careful. This could get very fucking nasty.'



        'Stop talking rubbish,' I said, exasperated. 'You think you're in some cheap thriller? You're risking jail for hacking - and don't shout at me, because that's what they'll call it - but that's all.'



        'Fuck you, bro!' he shouted, excitedly. 'Don't be so naive! You think this is a game? I told you... these fuckers aren't going to the police. Don't you fucking see, man? I've done the worst thing you can do... I've fucking impugned their philanthropy, man! I've fucking sneered at them while they do the Mother Theresa thing, and that they can't fucking stand!'



        I was worried about him. He was totally infuriating, no longer even coming close to conversing, just taking some phrase of mine or other as a jumping off point to discuss some insane conspiracy.



        He sent me bizarre, partial emails that made almost no sense at all. Some were just a sentence: 'They'll love this' or 'I'll show them what it really means.'



        Some were longer, like cuts from the middle of works in progress, half-finished memos and snatches of programming. Some were garbled articles from various encyclopaedias, about international politics, about online democracy, about computerised supermarket stocktaking, about kwashiorkor and other kinds of malnutrition.



        Slowly, with a stealthy amazement and fear, I started to tie these threads together. I realised that what looked like a patchwork of mad threats and ludicrous hyperbole was something more, something united by an extraordinary logic. Through these partial snippets, these hints and jokes and threats, I began to get a sense of what Aykan planned.



        I denied it.



        I tried desperately not to believe it, it was just too big. My horror was coloured with awe that he could even dream up such a plan, let alone believe he had the skills to make it work. It was utterly unbelievable. It was horrific. I knew he could do it.



        I bombarded him with phone calls, which he never picked up. He had no voicemail, and I was left swearing and stalking from room to room, totally unable to reach him.



        An End To Hunger had been ominously quiet for some time now. It had operated without interruption for at least three weeks. Aykan building up to his final plan. I was going crazy. There was a mad intensity to everything, it was like some frenetic nightmare, everytime I thought of Aykan and his plans and conspiracies. I was scared. Finally, at ten minutes to eleven on a Sunday evening, he called.


        'Man,' he said.



        'Aykan,' I said, and sighed once, then stammered to get my words out. 'Aykan, man, you can't do this,' I said. 'I don't care how fucking much you hate them, man, they're just a bunch of idiot liberals andyou cannot do that to them, it's just not worth it, don't be crazy...'


        'Shut up, man!' he shouted. 'Just shut up, for fuck's sake! Listen to me!' He was whispering again, urgently.



        He was, I suddenly realised, afraid.


        'I don't have any fucking time, bro,' he said, urgently. 'You've got to get over here, you've got to help me.'



        'What's going on, man?' I said.



        'They're coming,' he whispered, and something in his voice made me cold.



        'The fuckers tricked me,' he went on, 'they kept it looking like they were searching, but they were better than I thought, they clocked me ages ago, they were just biding time, and then... and then... They're on their way!' He hissed the last sentence, like a curse.



        'Aykan,' I said slowly. 'Aykan, man, you've got to stop this crazy shit,' I said. 'Are the police coming...?'



        He almost screamed with anger.



        'Godfuckingdammit don't you listen to me? Any fucker can handle the police, but it's this charity wants my fucking head!' He was in a terrible state.



        He had invited me to his house, I realised. For the first time in five years, he was ready to tell me where he lived. I tried to cut into his diatribe. 'I know shit about these bastards you wouldn't believe, man,' he was moaning. 'Like some fucking parasite... You got no curiosity what kind of fucker lives like that?'



        I managed to break in.



        'What can I do, man?' I said. 'You want me to come over?'



        'Yeah, man, please, help me get my shit the fuck away,' he said.



        He named an address about twenty minutes walk away. I swore at him.



        'You been close all this time,' I said.



        'Please just hurry,' he whispered, and broke the connection.



        Aykan's house was one in a street of nondescript redbricks, and I was staring at it for several seconds before I saw that anything was wrong. The front window was broken, and fringes of curtain were waving like seaweed through the hole. I sprinted the last few feet, shouting. No one answered the bell. I pounded the door, and lights went on opposite and above me, but no one came to his door.



        I peered in through the hole. I grabbed careful hold of the ragged glass frame and climbed into Aykan's house. I stood, my breath shallow, whispering his name again and again. The sound of my own voice was very thin. It frightened me, such a little sound in that silence.



        It was a tiny flat, a weird mixture of mess and anal fastidiousness. The bed-sitting room was crowded with Ikea-type shelves wedged tight with carefully ordered magazines and software, all exactly lined up. In the corner was a collection of extraordinarily powerful computer hardware, a tight little local-area network, with printer and scanners and modems and monitors wedged into unlikely angles. The coffee table was revolting with ashtrays and unwashed cups. I was utterly alone.



        I wandered quickly through all the rooms, again and again, back and forth, as if I might have missed him, standing in a corner. As if he might be waiting for me to find him. Apart from the shattered window, there was no sign of trouble. I waited and moped, but no one came.



        After a few minutes I saw a green light winking langourously at me, and realised that his main computer was on sleep mode. I pressed return. The monitor lit up, and I saw that Aykan's email program was running.



        His inbox was empty, except for one message, that had arrived earlier that evening. It was listed as from AETH. I felt a slow, cold surge of adrenaline. Slowly I reached out and clicked the message, opening it.



        'We're so very disappointed that you don't consider our mission to improve the lot of the world's hungry to be a worthy one,' I read.



        'We are motivated to try to help the poorest people on earth, at a cost of nothing to our users. We consider this to be a winning situation for all sides. Without us, after all, the poor and the hungry have no voice.



        'It is a matter of great sadness to us that you do not share our vision, and that you have found it necessary to undermine our work. As you see, we have been able to trace you, through the sabotage to our website. We do not believe that this situation would be satisfactorily resolved through your country's courts.



        'We think it only reasonable to inform you that we take your conduct very seriously. We have our mission to consider, and we can no longer allow you to endanger those lives for which we work so hard.



        'We intend to discuss this matter with you. In person.



        'Now.'



        And that was all.



        I waited in the cold, reading and rereading that message, looking around me in that quiet flat. Eventually I left. I debated taking the computer away, but it was too heavy, and anyway, it was really beyond me. I was never more than a day-to-day user. The kind of stuff Aykan had on there I'd never make head or tail of.



        I called his mobile hundreds of times, but got only a dead signal. I have no idea where he went, or what happened. He could have broken that window himself. He could have written that email himself. He could have lost it completely and run off screaming into the night, with no one at all on his tail. I keep waiting, and hoping that maybe I'll hear from him.



        He could be hunted, even now. Maybe he stays out of sight, keeps offline, uses pseudonyms, a thief in the night, letting dust blow over his online tracks. Or maybe he was caught. Maybe he was taken away, to discuss the politics of charity. Every week, some email or other recommends I visit An End To Hunger. The site is running well. Its problems seem to be over.



        THE END


      

    

  

