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         Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better – be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing their own vegetables, or writing a novel.
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.
 
         You can go direct to www.father-of-the-bride-speech-and-duties.co.uk which is part of the main How To site.
 
         How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical information in their books. Now, when you buy a title from How To Books, you get even more than just words on a page.
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            For Alicia. The fragrance always remains in the hand that gives the rose.
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
              
            
 
            Preface

         
 
         Few of life’s relationships compare to that of a father and daughter. From the first time he holds her in his arms to the day he lets her go, their bond is ever evolving. For some, the relationship is so profound, so close, so emotionally complex. For others, miles, mistakes and memories may sometimes have kept them apart. Like signals from a mobile, they’ve faded in and out, now strong, now weak, occasionally lost, but always ultimately restored.
 
         Well it’s happened. Your little girl has got engaged. What do you really feel about ‘losing’ her? How do react when your mature, sensible daughter regresses into a headstrong, unreasonable teenager? How do you deal with this new alpha male in your household?
         
 
         Planning a wedding can be a bittersweet experience. What is ultimately the happiest time in her life – so far – can also be the most tense. The anticipation of starting a new life runs headlong into the chaos of wedding details, family feuds and financial stress. An emotional roller coaster ride has begun.
 
         Weddings have come a long way since the first etiquette books were written. Words like ‘divorce’, ‘re-marriage’ or ‘single-parenting’ were never even mentioned. The traditional average family of mum, dad and two or three children no longer exists, if it ever did. Today families come in such varied structures, that more and more couples are sensibly throwing etiquette to the wind and relying instead on their own common sense.
 
         So where does the father of the bride fit into all of this? Anywhere you want, anywhere you’re welcome, and anywhere it makes sense for you to. And that applies to the mother of the bride, as well. There are so many ways you can help, both emotionally and practically. You’ll find that one of your responsibilities – as important as walking your daughter down the aisle – is offering a shoulder to cry on. Another is to communicate with people, some of whom you may not have spoken to for years. Most importantly of all, you always need to be there to support her – in whatever ways she wants.
         
 
         This will be is a momentous day for you, too. Acknowledge it. Never be afraid to express your heartfelt feelings, both privately and in your all-important speech. Why not grasp this golden opportunity to make a moving and memorable public tribute to your daughter (and her mum)? Don’t hold back the urge to tell your daughter that you’re so proud of the woman she’s become and that you are truly delighted for her. She may already know it, but she needs to hear it from her dad.
 
         It’s not easy being a good father of the bride, but then again it’s not easy being a good father. As you get older there are some memories that will stay with you forever – the first time your daughter uttered the word ‘Dada’, the first time you saw her in her wedding dress – and that precious moment when she said, ‘Thanks, Dad. We couldn’t have done it without you!’
 
         John Bowden
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Part One
 
            Congratulations!
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            She’s Engaged!

         
 
         
            ‘My son is my son till he finds him a wife, but my daughter is my daughter the rest of her life.’ (Dinah Maria Mulock Craik)
            

         
 
         So your daughter is getting married. Does this momentous news fill you with delight or despair? Hopefully, you are truly ecstatic about the announcement. If you are, don’t keep it to yourself. Tell the world how you feel. But maybe you’re not quite so sure. If that’s the case – and hard as it sounds – unless you have very serious concerns about his suitability, it’s far better to hold your tongue. Let’s face it, this wedding is almost certain to happen, whatever your views. So think long and hard before you say or do anything negative. How you react to the engagement will have a massive influence on your future relationship with your daughter. It will also help determine whether the run-up to the Big Day is going to be terrible, tolerable – or terrific!
         
 
         Understandably though, for some fathers this can be an extremely difficult time. No way, she’s just a baby! No matter how old she is, you can never quite get that vision of a smiling gap-toothed five year old out of your mind. You were the first man in her life, her first hero, her first love. You have sacred memories that still linger and refuse to disappear. The first day she toddled up to you and, for no reason, threw her arms around your neck. The morning the two of you stomped up and down in that mud pool. The afternoon you lay on your backs together, looking for shapes in the clouds.
 
         Schooldays fly by. You’re on a treadmill. You’re her chauffeur, her financial backer, her best friend, her worst enemy. Then, before you know it, she’s waxing her legs and wearing make-up. Things are moving quickly, too quickly, far too quickly. You begin to worry about the kind of man she might meet. You worry that he only wants one thing from her. And you know exactly what that one thing is because it is the same thing you wanted when you were his age.
         
 
         Daddy, I’ve got something to tell you …
 
         Then one day it happens: she tells you she’s found a very special person. A new form of panic takes over. Now you’re not worried that she’s met the wrong kind of man, you’re worried that she’s met the right kind of man. In a cold sweat you begin to rationalise your fears. It will never last! He’s totally wrong for her! Why does she want to be with him? But are your concerns genuine? Or is your fundamental fear that you will lose her? Your memory suddenly becomes highly selective. Didn’t she once say she didn’t believe in marriage? Didn’t she tell you she was too independent ever to marry? Didn’t she say her job and career would always come first?
         
 
         Maybe she did. But people change, as do their priorities and passions in life. Perhaps she really has met the man who has changed everything for her. Maybe she’s head-over-heels in love with someone she wants to spend the rest of her life with. Everything and everyone else has suddenly gone down her pecking order – and that includes you. Recognise that this is inevitable. She still loves you, but in a different way. If you play your cards right your relationship can become even stronger and more positive. If you blow it, things are likely to go downhill very rapidly. Don’t make her choose between the two most important men in her life. If you do, you’ll probably be awarded the silver medal – at best.
 
         Thanks for the memory
 
         Memories are wonderful. No one can ever take them away from you. But reality is something else. She isn’t a kid anymore. Of course it’s not easy; you’re not only a dad, you’re a man. You have feelings, opinions and concerns of your own. This may well be an incredibly difficult time for you but you simply must handle them – and handle them well. Whether you feel elated or whether the prospect turns your stomach, remember she’s no longer that gap-toothed five year old, she’s an adult. When it comes to questions of preference, the bottom line is that hers, not yours, must prevail. 
         
 
         Serious concerns, of course, are another matter altogether. Note the word serious. If he’s 60 and she’s 16, or if you’ve heard he’s been bragging that he’s only marrying to get hold of your daughter’s money, then of course you have every justification in raising the issue. On the other hand, if you are concerned that he is not as eloquent as you might have wished, it is best to keep this thought to yourself. If you do decide to voice a serious concern, do so in a calm, rational, measured manner and at an appropriate time and place.
         
 
         The role of the monarchy has been defined as three-fold: the right to be consulted, to advise, and to warn. You do not have the right to be consulted, but you do have the right – indeed the duty – to advise and warn, but always in a constructive and diplomatic way. She may dismiss your concerns as groundless. So be it. You can do no more. At the end of the day she has the right to be wrong. Come on, Dad, you knew this day would come. You have to let her go and hope and pray you’ve brought her up well. Your role now is to support, not to criticise.
 
         How close are you to your daughter?
 
         There is a direct causal relationship between how close you are to your daughter and how emotionally affected you are likely to be by the announcement of her engagement. For some fathers this is an incredibly difficult time. Emotions go into freefall. Other dads – and stepdads – are far more laid back. They have less of a problem accepting the situation. Maybe they haven’t been on the scene that long, maybe they are no longer on the scene, or maybe they simply have never been that close to their daughter.
 
         So how well do you know your daughter? What is her biggest fear, her proudest accomplishment, her favourite possession? And how protective or perhaps overprotective are you towards her? Do you sometimes worry unnecessarily about her? Do you feel she is not safe in today’s world? Do you find it difficult to be apart from her? Or maybe it’s the complete opposite. Do you live totally separate and independent lives?
 
         In other words, your probable reaction to the news will be strongly influenced by whether the two of you have an honest and healthy relationship, whether you tend to wrap her up in cotton wool, or whether you are so wrapped up in your own life that you aren’t at all concerned about hers.
         
 
         What kind of father are you?
 
         This is not asking whether you are generous or mean; strict or lenient; jovial or miserable. It is asking where you fit into sometimes quite complex family set-ups. For example, a child could have a natural father, a second father who brought her up, and a third father who is married to her mother.
 
         Obviously, your relationship with your daughter will be affected by far more than just your ‘status’. There is no reason to expect a biological father to get on any better with his daughter than a stepfather – or vice versa. However, potentially, each of these roles does present unique problems and opportunities which will now be explored.
 
         You’re a single dad
 
         The relationship between a single father and his daughter can sometimes be highly problematic. Often they are either too close or too distant, too loving or too disinterested. And if their relationship is intense, it can suddenly swing from one extreme to the other for apparently the most trivial of reasons.
 
         When a third party attempts to penetrate this love/hate relationship, sparks can really begin to fly. A once-adored father who finds a new girlfriend can create heartbreaking jealousy for his daughter. A dutiful daughter who finds a partner can cause agonising pain and resentment in her father.
 
         If your relationship has managed to steer that tricky midway course between closeness and distance – if you are loving without ever being clinging – all may be well. Otherwise be prepared for a roller coaster ride of emotions – for both of you.
 
         The fact remains that she has her own life to live and if she has now decided to marry, you need to support her. An extremely negative reaction from you could drive her away and destroy her chance of happiness. Mentally fast-forward 20 or 30 years. Let’s face it, you may no longer be around and she may end up a lonely 50 or 60-something. Okay its cliché time, but you really won’t be losing a daughter; you’ll be gaining a son.
         
 
         You’re her stepfather
 
         If the situation is proving to be difficult for you to handle, what must it be like for your stepdaughter? She may be horribly torn between her two fathers – or maybe she’s concentrating on just one of you. However she decides to play it, you must go along with decisions and become involved in the precise way(s) she wants, no more and no less.
 
         It may seem terribly unfair to you if you’ve been around for years and now she seems to be laughing, joking and arranging everything with a man who hasn’t even sent her a birthday card since you came on the scene. Whatever you do, don’t give her a guilt trip. Try to understand her motives. This is the man she spent her formative years with. This is the man she shares unique and precious childhood memories with. Children are the real victims of divorce. Perhaps this is her way of telling him: ‘I don’t blame you.’ This does not mean she loves you any the less. On the contrary, it shows she knows how much she can trust and rely upon you. Support her decision and she’ll love you even more.
 
         On the other hand, she may have nominated you as the main man. Once again, go with the flow. Unless your wife’s divorce was acrimonious and her ex did things that were totally unforgivable, with your wife’s agreement, you could suggest to your daughter that she contacts him to get him involved in some way. Who knows, this could be precisely the approval she is secretly seeking. Believe me, if you make this magnanimous gesture, your daughter will shout your praises from the rooftops.
 
         Three men and a baby
 
         You may be neither the natural father nor the current partner of the mother of the bride. Nonetheless you were the man who helped bring her daughter up. So where do you fit in this complex picture now? Yes, that’s up to the bride. It is probable that she will treat you as her ‘real’ father and offer you the leading role.
         
 
         If she doesn’t, be aware that there have been – and are – other men in her life. Respect and support her extremely difficult decisions. If necessary, be willing to accept a co-starring or even a supporting role instead.
 
         Etiquette and all that
 
         As more and more couples have divorced parents, wedding traditions and etiquette are necessarily being modified or changed – or even being discarded by the wayside. Tell her not to worry about what used to be considered to be ‘correct’ or ‘proper’; encourage her to do whatever makes her feel most comfortable. She may well confide that she has divided loyalties, that she wants both of her dads to be involved. However, she has no idea how this can be achieved. Suggest she divides the focus and responsibilities between the both of you. The invitations could include both of your families:
 
         
            Mr [Him] and his family and Mrs [Your wife] and her family would like to invite you to their daughter’s wedding …
            

         
 
         At the reception, perhaps her biological father could make the speech while you act as the anchorman, explaining who’s who, giving a little background about the various speakers and generally keeping things moving along.
 
         You’re divorced from her mother
 
         It is quite possible that your daughter will wish her stepfather to be included, possibly big time, in all the planning and parties over the next few months – and she wants to give him a prominent role on the Big Day. Perhaps you are fine with this; then again, perhaps you are not. Remind yourself that she may well have very strong feelings for her stepdad, especially if he has been an important part of her life since she was a child. Try to take a positive spin on things. Isn’t it better for her that she gets on well with him rather than despises him? And remember: she could have excluded you altogether.
         
 
         Daughters aren’t all alike either
 
         In the same way that your relationship with your daughter may be affected, to some extent at least, by your ‘role’ within the family unit, it may also be influenced by such factors as your daughter’s background, current situation and hopes and expectations.
 
         While the following observations may not be universally true, they should provide useful food for thought. They may also help you understand her – and your – complex and sometimes contradictory thought processes.
 
         She’s adopted
 
         The fact that your daughter is adopted, generally, should be irrelevant. As far as you are concerned, she is your daughter. And, of course, she is. However, matters may become a little more delicate if she has made contact with her biological parents, or if one or more of them have got in contact with her. And if she was donor-conceived, then this can become a legal and ethical minefield which is well and truly outside the scope of this book. Suffice to say that your daughter should be allowed to make her own often very difficult decisions and that your role, as always, is to support, not to criticise.
         
 
         She’s had previous relationships
 
         Perhaps some of her previous boyfriends have seemed a little odd to you. And maybe they have been. Remember that Elton John wannabe who wore a different pair of ridiculous spectacles each time he called? Then came that chap who spent most of his waking hours sleeping. And who could forget what’shis-name’s impressive collection of giant African snails? Whatever your views about other men who have been in her life, you simply mustn’t assume her fiancé is the latest in a list of oddballs. It isn’t fair. And perhaps she needed to kiss a few frogs to find her prince.
         
 
         On the other hand, maybe you think in the past she’s let her perfect man get away. That was her (or possibly his or their) decision. Times have moved on. Don’t pre-judge her husband-to-be or compare him with the one that got away. She wants to spend her life with him. Give him every chance to prove she’s made the right choice.
 
         You’re anything but close
 
         Not all father-daughter relationships are all sweetness and light. Yours may be a little cool, somewhat cold, or even downright freezing. Perhaps you haven’t spoken for years. Then you get a call. What does she want? Cynically, you may think it’s your money. Or maybe she really does want you around during this important time in her life. Be extremely careful: the way you react may affect your relationship for life.
 
         You might consider yourself lucky. You have been given a second chance. However, don’t expect too much too soon. You have bridges to build and that takes time. Respect her boundaries and allow her to dictate the pace to what may eventually lead to a reconciliation.
         
 
         If you hear from someone else that she’s getting married, it’s fine to make a brief call, send a card or even text her. Acknowledge her good news and wish her well. However, don’t expect she will automatically want you back in her life. She may respond positively to your conciliatory gesture, and then again she may not. Old wounds do not heal overnight. Let her decide how things may pan out over the next few months.
 
         We’ve been here before
 
         If your daughter has been engaged, and possibly married before – and may be more than once, it is hardly surprising if you are thinking: ‘Here we go again.’ Hasn’t she learnt anything from previous mistakes? Is she doing this on the rebound from that last ‘big mistake’?
         
 
         Maybe you are right. You are perfectly entitled to diplomatically raise any serious matters of concern, especially if history appears to be repeating itself. However, if you get the time-honoured ‘It’s my life!’ response, make your case once and then accept the fact that she may or may not take your views and advice on board. Ultimately it is her choice. You have done your best. You can do no more.
         
 
         
Don’t allow any personal bias to creep in 
         
 
         You also need to consider that maybe, just maybe this time she has got it right. Are you feeling the way you do because of your bad experiences? If you are divorced, you may be thinking, how can anyone of sound mind put themselves in a position to go through all the trauma I suffered? While this is an understandable reaction, it is not a helpful one. Second and subsequent marriages often work out brilliantly. And, in any case, it simply isn’t fair to judge your daughter’s decision unfavourably, based upon your attitudes and fears.
         
 
         
Daddy Cool 
         
 
         When it comes to paying for another wedding, whatever you do, do not rant and rave about all the money you have already wasted. That’s history now. However, if you have previously forked out considerable sums, it would be unreasonable for your daughter to expect you to re-mortgage the family home to do it all over again. Of course, you may decide to do so anyway. That’s up to you. But be aware that if you do not make any financial contribution, this may be interpreted as disapproval.
         
 
         So unless you do disapprove, and you are willing to face whatever sanctions your daughter may deem appropriate, it is better to pay something, however modest. It is quite possible that she will take this as a gesture of your support – and at this stage your support may well be worth more to her than your cash. 
         
 
         You’re what?
         
 
         However you react to the news that she’s pregnant, screaming and cursing won’t solve the problem (if indeed it is a problem). If you feel let down, disappointed, embarrassed, try to talk to a person outside the situation. Perhaps you know someone who has already experienced something like this and has come through it well. To be able to help your daughter, it’s important that you look after yourself as well.
 
         If she has decided to keep the baby and feels this is the right time to get married, respect her decisions. She’s probably confused, overwhelmed and uncertain what you think of her. You need to reassure her. Tell her and show her that you still love her.
 
         It is for your daughter and her fiancé to decide upon the tone of the wedding. What do they feel most comfortable with? But however they may decide to play it, remember that a wedding should always be a happy occasion.
 
         She already has children
 
         Well, Granddad, you’re going to have a (new) son-in-law … and possibly some stepsiblings, or even step-stepsiblings. Let’s hope everyone gets on well. Children and young people are naturally extremely resilient and able to cope with quite difficult circumstances. However, if one or more of them is appearing uncharacteristically reserved, or being simply unwilling to talk about the wedding, or even acknowledge the existence of their stepfather or stepmotherto-be, there may be troubles ahead.
         
 
         There isn’t a great deal you can do about this, in the short-term at least. You can’t call off the wedding; you can’t allow only the ‘best’ of his offspring to join your daughter’s family; you can’t get a court order to take all your grandchildren into your personal care. Tempting as it may seem to you, don’t tell your daughter that she hasn’t brought up her children well, or that she’s making a massive mistake in bringing new kids into her established family. If you overstep the mark you could easily drive her away from you. 
         
 
         
It’s a family affair 
         
 
         Hopefully though, for years both you and your daughter will have been helping your grandchildren become balanced, well-adjusted individuals. This will certainly minimise the potential trauma of the gathering of clans. If you haven’t been as supportive as you could have, please start now. The following strategies really do help children face challenging situations, such as this one.
 
              
            	Provide a safe, nurturing environment
     
            	Spend time listening to and playing with them
     
            	Teach them how to communicate
     
            	Allow them to make mistakes
     
            	Involve them in day-to-day activities and routines
     
            	Trust and value them.
 
         
  
         Let your grandchildren know you support them and that you’ll always be there for them – if and when they want you. But never take their sides against his children. Let the extended family have no doubt that you care about everyone’s wellbeing.
         
 
         
Is this my daughter?
         
 
         Don’t be surprised if your calm, mature, responsible daughter occasionally regresses to being a brattish teenager. The paradox is that this regression is actually in the service of independence. There is also an expectation that this time is supposed to be so happy, so wonderful. Yet in reality she will find it is fraught with ambivalence. Is it really surprising then if she loses the plot every now and then?
 
         The process of getting married is rife with difficulties, as many issues collide during the socially sanctioned status of in-betweenness that is known as the engagement. During this concentrated period of time, it’s perfectly natural for a bride-to-be to let off a little steam when the pressure of wedding planning gets too much. Try not to take this to heart. Normal service will be resumed – eventually.
         
 
         
Peer and media pressure 
         
 
         A decade ago, weddings were far less complicated affairs, largely due to the fact that couples did not have as many choices as they do today. Now there is a whole new wedding industry out all there geared up to pressurise your daughter to settle for nothing but the best. Each supplier will try to make her feel that the success of the wedding somehow rests on acquiring their most expensive product.
 
         Images of celebrity weddings in newspapers and magazines have reinforced this message and a new condition, known as Competitive Wedding Syndrome, is sweeping the nation. A recent survey revealed that 59% of brides wanted guests to rate their wedding as the best they had ever attended, while only a romantic 26% wanted the occasion to show their friends and relatives how much in love they were.
         
 
         We’ll return to this syndrome – and how it can be treated – later. At this stage, just be aware that Bridezilla can be shown that it’s the thought and personality that’s put into the wedding, rather than the amount of the cash thrown at it, that will make her Big Day unique, personal and memorable.
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            Your Future Son-in-Law

         
 
         
            He’s like you dad, except he’s brilliant.’ (Kimberley Williams in Father of the Bride)
            

         
 
         There was a time – only a few generations ago – when it was traditional for every prospective son-in-law to pay a visit to his girlfriend’s father to formally ask permission to marry.
 
         Although this custom continues, it is not nearly as common as it once was. Today, when a man asks his girlfriend’s father for her hand, he does so more out of respect than anything else. Generally, both the father and the boyfriend are aware that, approval or no approval, if they truly want to be married, there’s little to stop them. The father’s consent is almost expected.
 
         Being asked for your permission
 
         You’ve probably known your daughter’s husband-to-be for some time. If he’s been the only man in her life for years, the news couldn’t have been that unexpected. But if things didn’t seem to have been that serious – and you weren’t given any clues that things had moved on so much – you may well have just thought of him as the boyfriend – or even a (current) boyfriend. In this eventuality, the engagement must have come as a bolt from the blue. And if you’ve only just met him – or even been made aware of his existence – then you were probably totally shell-shocked by their life-changing announcement.
         
 
         Obviously it’s easier if you’ve met before. However, even if you already know each other – and you’ve been getting on really well – this is a very different situation for both of you. You know it and he knows it. He realises he’s now under a different kind of scrutiny.
         
 
         Remind yourself that this man is probably extremely nervous. He could have taken the easy way out by leaving it to your daughter to break the news to you, by emailing or even texting you (not an uncommon practice today), or by simply not telling you at all. It is brave of him to speak to you face-to-face. Respect him for this.
 
         Put yourself in his shoes
 
         What did you feel like when you first met your wife’s father? How did he treat you? How did you feel during and after that initial encounter? What lessons can you learn from your experiences all those years ago, now the roles are reversed? Don’t make the same mistakes as your father-in-law.
         
 
         Whatever the circumstances, the fact is your daughter has found the man she loves and wants to marry. However you feel about it, be careful not to say or do anything on the spur of the moment that you may later regret. And always follow the legal maxim: he’s innocent until proved guilty.
 
         Holding your tongue
 
         Of course, if you know he’s been doing unacceptable things behind your daughter’s back, such as dealing in drugs, having an affair, being a serial fiancé who has already been engaged to – and then split up from – numerous other girls, you have every right and reason to confront him here and now.
 
         In all other circumstances, hold your tongue. The time will come soon when it is appropriate to express your doubts, or at least ask some highly probing questions – but you should never do this in the heat of the moment. Be truthful: tell him you need some time to think about the situation and to talk with your daughter and wife. 
         
 
         Not making comparisons
 
         Maybe you already have a wonderful son and/or a brilliant son-in-law. How can this man possibly emulate their exalted standards? The short answer is: he shouldn’t be expected to. It simply isn’t fair to compare people in this way. Everyone is different. Everyone has their own strengths – and weaknesses.
 
         To you his weaknesses may already seem all too obvious. Don’t dwell on them. In any case, there may be valid reasons or explanations for his apparent shortcomings. They may well reveal themselves over the weeks and months ahead. Don’t jump to conclusions and give him plenty of time and opportunity to display his undoubted hidden strengths. Give him a chance. In fact, give him every chance.
         
 
         Reserving judgement
 
         If you make a snap judgement now, quite simply you may be wrong. Are you looking for problems with him rather than being open-minded? If so, how are you going to react when the nicer, more considerate side of his personality begins to shine through? Will you apologise? Will you keep up the pretence that you don’t like him? Or will you tell everyone that you really liked him all the time? Even if you have doubts – unless they are major ones – it is far better to reserve judgment until you really get to know him.
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