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Foreword





Occasionally, as we blunder through the human experience, we unexpectedly come across a painting, movie, book or poem, that grabs us by the throat. As if we’ve suddenly been given a key to a locked door and on opening it, discover we are not as alone as we thought. To me 200 WEEKS is such a work. Part poetry, part memoir, frequently counter intuitive, it is a narrative fuelled by indignation versus passivity, clarity versus chaos, courage versus woe. Utterly devoid of self-pity it describes the savage journey of a man who has not just been brushed by mortality but who is still in the process of trying to wrestle it to the ground. This man is Gavin Richards.


To quote Gavin’s own words – “in 2009 my body turned against me and altered the wording of the contract we had previously enjoyed together.” This is something of an understatement. In three short hours he was ravaged by a rare auto immune disease called Myasthenia Gravis; the name orginates from Latin and Greek and means “muscle weakness”. Among the muscles it attacks are those that control the eyes and eyelids, chewing, talking, swallowing and facial expression. It is a terrifying life long condition although today, thanks to modern drug treatments, myasthenics can lead virtually normal lives. To create such a raw and luminous work as 200 WEEKS out of such trauma and physical devastation is not just a testament to the human spirit but to the puckish stubbornness of Gavin’s nature. He looked into the abyss, fashioned his own parachute, jumped off the precipice shouting “You don’t get me yet, you bastards!”


Here I must briefly digress. Back in the day, in the mid nineties, I was asked by a Hollywood producer to write a movie about a successful doctor in Boston, who two years previously had suffered a cataclysmic stroke that blew out half his brain. He was playing golf at the time. Anyway, out of the carnage wreaked on his neurons he suddenly started painting. “Like a phoenix rising from the ashes of his former self!” cried the producer. Hmm. The Studio was keen to immediately commission the script but I told them to hold off until I had gone to Boston, met the guy and looked at his paintings. I would then know if it was a movie I wanted to write. “Why wouldn’t you want to write it?” the perplexed producer asked. “Because, I replied, “if the paintings are crap, what’s the bloody point?”


As it turned out, the ex doctor turned painter in Boston had shown artistic talent from an early age. But his ambitious father had drilled into him that there were only three important things in life, money, money and money. So he had to discard his artistic aspirations and get frog marched to medical school. Far from rising “like a phoenix from the ashes of his former self”, thanks to the catastrophic damage to his brain, he could no longer remember the mercenary dictates of his father. He was liberated to be the artist he was born to be.


I recount this story because 200 WEEKS reminded me of it. For most of his working life Gavin never reneged on his artistic aspirations (though he claims that in the 90’s, while acting in ‘Allo ‘Allo, Coronation Street and EastEnders he lost his compass. But which of us hasn’t?)


From an early age the formidable geyser of his talent burst out in myriad forms, as theatre director, writer, actor, political activist. I sometimes felt absent in his presence, there were so many of him, so few of me. Such was the force of the pugnacious face he put on the world. He says now, of the man he was then, that his arrogant swagger stemmed from an inability to engage with his own humanity, as if somehow he was afraid of what he might find there. But one man’s arrogance is another’s inspiration. His rage at political inertia and social injustice were a driving force that caught many of us in its backwash. But he was never didactic or po-faced in his approach to material; he preferred a more inclusive, comedic strategy to reach his audience. As he says “In my early twenties, when I began directing other actors, I would often say “Twinkle more.” Even after Oedipus has put out his eyes the actor playing him still has to connect. It’s a play. We are players. Even without eyes, you must find a way to connect. You must always retain your playfulness”.


If that is not inclusive I don’t know what is.


Looking back on the random bits I have culled of Gavin’s life for this foreword, I see now that his playfulness and bravado were a kind of construct, a form of self-protection to anaesthetise himself against the futile absurdity of life and the overarching misery which too often accompanies it. I remember in the mid-eighties, renting office space from him in a kind of storage place he had in Kentish Town. It was crammed with the detritus from his moribund theatre company Belt and Braces. There were racks of posters, theatrical sets, boxes of moth infested costumes left over from Accidental Death of an Anarchist and others. I found it a melancholic room, infused with the broken dreams of the Left which, by tearing itself apart into self-serving factions did most of Thatcher’s work for her. Yet I knew, if I had articulated something of my feelings about that room, Gavin would have wryly rebuked me for my self-indulgence. He recoiled from such sentimentality and gave despair short shrift. He just would not lie down under its weight. He was a magnificent forward thrust kind of guy, constantly moving on, now railing against cruise missiles, now against the bankrupt vicissitudes of politicians. His energy was ferocious but always imbued with compassion. In the first poem in 200 WEEKS he describes himself as an old carburettor, idle surging. As if his illness, robbing him of sight and speech, had temporarily shut off the fuel tank of his political rage and stalled him, forcing him to turn inward and examine the delicate hidden recesses of himself. Yet that former indefatigable part of him that railed against the pointless carnage of war waged in our name still propels him. In his poem A Table in the Cloister Calm of Home he speaks of the ‘Bogart’ cool cigarette smoke drifting between his nicotine stained fingers, then widens the perspective into the disconcerting spectre of our culpability in Afghanistan, of two young men who had their fingers amputated by the Taliban who regarded anyone who voted as traitors. Because of our insistance on staining the fingers of the voters so they couldn’t vote twice, the two young men were an easy target.


So maybe after all there is something of the phoenix in Gavin. Through the stripped down engine that was once his body he has somehow managed to reconcile those myriad disparate parts of him, actor, director, writer, child and father (his ‘chattering monkeys’ he calls them) to forge them into a new and powerful cohesive whole. And it’s that which ennobles 200 WEEKS. He has proved he is stronger for having embraced self-doubt; that the personal is indeed political and some voices just refuse to be vanquished.


200 WEEKS is a life laid bare with all its fault lines. It is typical of Gavin that he found his own unique form to do it in. You sense every word has been hewn out of the pain and ecstasy of being human and his continued amazement at still being alive. Like a mercurial navigator he leads us through the labyrinth of a life lived, from the lino on the floor of his childhood home in North London in the 50’s to the after shocks of the 2011 earthquake in New Zealand where he has been living. We share the aching minutiae of an entire afternoon as he makes a disastrous attempt to test his throat muscles eating a pot of yoghurt. We witness his refusal to wear the wretched bum-exposing hospital gowns, insisting instead on his own clothes as he tries to salvage some vestige of dignity over the havoc wreaked in his body.


Oh, and so much more, dear Reader.


He says in his preface, that 200 WEEKS can be read as he wrote it, in waves because that is how most of us live our lives. However you choose to read it, it won’t just transport you with its eloquence and brevity, it fulfils the most basic need in all of us, to empathise with another human being, to see our own frailties mirrored back at us.


Whether consciously or not, Gavin is telling us that in spite of all the odds, by refusing to quit on life we can renew ourselves. That we can aspire to be stronger and better than we think. He reminds us that if nothing else, our lives are just work in progress.


PAULA MILNE 2014



















To the Reader





If you are kind enough to have this book in your hands please feel free to use it in the manner it used me to write it; in waves. You can join a wave anywhere along its path and leave the same way. So, please, tackle this book cover to cover or dip and dive as it first came to me.


Perhaps I share with you the sense of experiencing life in waves: of pleasure and pain, knowing and bewilderment, love and disappointment, exhilaration and exhaustion. Some philosophy describes ‘the life of the mind’ with the single word, ‘spirit’ and I feel as though many waves now passing through our collective ‘spirit’ are inimical to its health.


I am unable to apologise for the way I flow in and out of prose or the way I sometimes punctuate and at other times I do not; or for the way I vary formed and free verse at a whim. That’s how it came out, so that’s the way I have left it. I never set out to write a book. I was trying to extricate myself from quite a lot of rubble so I have chosen to preserve the consequent untidiness.


This collection consists of the bubbles that came to the surface during a long illness when I fought to hang on to myself, gather my losses and see what was left.


GR 14TH APRIL 2014



















Events











 


On January 6th 2009 my body turned against me and altered the wording of the contract we had previously enjoyed together. I was 62. I’d led an exciting and challenging life and my stress management machinery suddenly crapped out.


I was living in New Zealand. It was my youngest son’s 11th birthday. We were staying by the sea. It was gorgeous. We had guests. I was trying to be merry. It was very hot and I became increasingly exhausted.


As the heat began to overwhelm me I also found the sunlight utterly unbearable. My left eye became itchy. I kept rubbing it. My head swam. I had to keep lying down. Soon my left eyelid could no longer hold itself open and drooped. My sight blurred and then slowly came back into focus as a stark and blinding double vision; like squinting at the world through some cubist version of a stained-glass window. The only relief came when I put on an eye patch and we all made jokes about Long John Silver and Horatio Nelson.


It all happened in about three hours.


Three half-blind months later, after various cancer scares and some nonsense about Bell’s Palsy, I was eventually diagnosed with the auto-immune disease known as Myasthenia Gravis – a naff name, it just means severe muscle weakness.


Myasthenia Gravis affects about one in ten thousand people. It is a disease of the neuromuscular junction. Microscopic pads situated on the muscle are drenched with a chemical called acetylcholine released by the nerve receiving its instructions from the brain to trigger muscle contraction. Abnormal antibodies in the blood stream attack these receptors, resulting in severe muscle fatigue, often leading to unpredictable and temporary paralysis in different parts of the body at different times of day, depending on the amount of exertion, the temperature and any bodily or emotional stress.


 During 2009 and into 2010 I was treated with high doses of steroid (Prednisone), pyridostigmine (Mestinon) and an immuno-suppressant called Azathioprine.


The steroid drove me crazy as it took over from my natural adrenal system like a blast of uppers and then dumped me back into exhaustion. It’s like hyper jet lag. Awake you shake uncontrollably. Your mind is going like a bullet train. Then without warning you are invaded by the cells of a dead log. While you sleep your face swells up. You wake up looking like Miss Piggy and then you can’t sleep for days. You’re breathless. You’re panting. Quivering. Dropping things all over the place. Dribbling food down every clean T shirt in the drawer. The slightest knock and an ink blot bruise spreads out for inches in all directions. Up and down the big dipper you go.


My hair, my toe and finger nails grew thicker and quicker. But at least after six months I could see again, as my stooped body shambled around, in a kind of animated ‘S’ shape.


The Azathioprine gave me hepatitis so I was switched to Methotrexate and got hepatitis again. After another six months of uncontrollable palpitating I’d had a belly full and weaned myself off the lot. I lasted about two months before symptoms returned with a vengeance. This time the disease angrily attacked my entire being. What the medics call ‘generalised myasthenia’.


I couldn’t walk or see, swallow or speak and was having severe difficulties keeping my airway open. When I did speak it was in a horribly distorted high-pitched nasal voice caused by weakness in the muscles of the soft palate.


My neck muscles couldn’t hold my head up any longer so it rolled onto my chest and I had to prop it up by my elbows with my thumbs under my chin in order to eat or drink. I was given a whiplash collar which was useless.


 Eating and drinking became increasingly difficult as the muscles in the back of my throat and tongue got weaker. I looked and sounded to others as if I’d had a stroke and lost my wits. I slurred and dribbled like John Mills’ village idiot in Ryan’s Daughter.


It was degrading.


These symptoms came in waves from severe to moderate, affecting different muscle groups at different times and sometimes all at once. By the end of August 2010 the ambulance had been called out several times before I was finally sedated, strapped into an air ambulance and flown to Christchurch Hospital where I spent three weeks on the Neurology ward being treated for a full-blown myasthenic crisis.


Acetylcholine is broken down in the body by enzymes called cholinesterases. The disabling effect on the muscle receptors can be modified by an anticholinesterase drug called pyridostigmine. Pyridostigmine bromide significantly increases the amount of acetylcholine released by the nerve and swamps the damaged receptors on the muscle to increase their response. It is effective for about four hours. I was being treated with three tablets per day in 2009: the ‘so called’ safe limit. Once I was settled into Christchurch Hospital, one year later, they put me on ten tablets per day as well as a massive increase in steroids and a new immuno-suppressant called Mercaptopurine, a drug developed to prevent the human body rejecting transplants but, hooray, it didn’t give me hepatitis.


Pyridostigmine is also used to combat the effects of curariform drug toxicity (Curare was the stuff Amazon Indians put on the tips of the darts they fired from their blow pipes). Pyridostigmine is approved for military use as a protective agent given prior to exposure to the nerve agent Soman. Soman is a curare-like chemical weapon classified as a WMD by the United Nations. Used in particular during the first Gulf War, pyridostigmine has been implicated as a causal factor in Gulf War syndrome. It is not a nice drug. It also bungs you up something chronic.


 My first week in hospital was terrifying. So they put me on an antipsychotic called Haloperidol. That’s not a nice drug either, being mainly used in the treatment of schizophrenia, acute psychosis and delirium, but it worked. I calmed down. Well, I had to calm down. When the unconscious sends a signal to a particular muscle group and nothing happens it fires off an alarm flare which the conscious mind registers as massive anxiety. You can imagine I wasn’t exactly placid by this stage in the proceedings.


A fellow sufferer I met on the ward in Christchurch told me she had spent twelve months being treated in another hospital for acute depression before they finally diagnosed her myasthenia. It’s a very unusual and misleading disease.


My larynx had become a train wreck. They kept threatening me with a nasogastric tube because I was losing so much weight. I was determined for that not to happen. I’d lost more than two kilos in six days. As to the breathing getting blocked if you so much as tried to clear a tickle in your throat, hell – I was also determined to stay out of ICU.


I remember frequently taking all day to get liquidised food into myself. Each milligram weighed to a minimum in the tiny teaspoon I was hardly able to lift to my lips. Each half sip of water to wash it down drawn through an angel hair straw. Too much swallowed too fast and the airway seizes up and it is like being abruptly handcuffed and thrown into the deep end of a swimming pool. You fear your own fear so much you dare not permit yourself to panic. To survive you know you must stamp down hard on your galloping heart. Not so easy when your adrenal glands are manic with steroids.


I remember sometimes spending all afternoon on a single pot of yoghurt. I would separate the swallows by a minute each time. Then sip slowly, letting the epiglottis arch, water off a ballerina’s back, tongue barely working, feeling viscous fluid slide to the opening at the back of my throat. Terror made it seem as if my  eyes on stalks were roving around inside my own mouth like two of Obama’s drones honing in on a village in Yemen.


From eight in the morning until midday I worked on breakfast. All pureed porridge and apples. If I didn’t get food into me they would push the pipes down my throat. If they had to Jack-the-Ripper my throat open to let me breathe they bloody well would.


My natural verbosity and my precious actor’s vocal chords were meaningless to them.


I spent all afternoon on one particular little pot of yoghurt. Imagine a tap drip, drip every fifteen seconds, imperceptibly it fills the sink and then the first overflow slips over the edge to the floor. That last quiet moment before Armageddon. I sipped. I waited. I began to swallow. If it tickles hold the moment. Swallow but if it starts to stick, stop. Recall as vividly as you can a breast fed baby falling asleep on the nipple. Picture its jaws as they slacken into perfect peace. Remember how a mother does not dare disturb that moment. Regain composure. Swallow.


I spent all afternoon on that little pot of yoghurt and then I coughed and my airway seized up and I have never been the same since.




Breathe. There is only now without a then. The unspoken terror is deafening. This breath. This long sucking, grating gasp clinging to air that isn’t there. I suck it through the mask pressed to my face. Suck it into the jaws of the scream that can’t be heard: rip it through the rough concrete gates of hell closing at the back of my throat. Now is everything.


“You ARE getting oxygen.” Hands on me rescue me. A nurse says, “Breathe. We won’t let you die.” The love life has for me comes in thin, invisible wisps of gas.


 Thank you, hands rubbing my back, stroking my hand, crash team of skin holding my skin back from the brink. What violence tenderness must know? Thank you, thank you for touching me.





There are beautiful people who save our lives daily. Those who saved mine that day will fill my heart forever.


The 200 weeks of this title mark the slow days of my recovery dating from that moment. It was the 1st of September 2010.







 












HERE I GO AGAIN




HERE I GO AGAIN


In and out of rhythm


Like an old carburettor


Idle surging


One more lunge my love







For what is this


But an old oak


Patience


And a few bricks


Carved into a home







Or a bed of roses


Land of folks


Lives


Grazed hearts


Sliced into a poem







Here I go again


Like a mother bird


About to show


Her babies to the sky


Be well my darlings








A TABLE IN THE CLOISTER CALM OF HOME




A TABLE IN THE CLOISTER CALM OF HOME


First written in October 2010 through to January 2011 in


Marlborough, New Zealand, shortly after I returned from hospital.







I sit drinking coffee from a cracked Italian cup.


It is an absolute pleasure, this cracked Italian cup,


Because it is wide; wide as a good hug


And delicate; so delicate and


So exquisitely hand painted with the red, yellow,


Green and orange leaves of fruit flowers


My breath catches at its beauty.


The espresso roasted, the milk


Frothed to perfection.







I drink at a small, round, wooden table


On the veranda of our old villa,


Overlooking the front lawn.


A cheap, warped, pine-top table


From IKEA on the North Circular Road.


It used to sit in our tiny kitchen in North London.


Way back in the long ago.







The table is faded, weatherworn,


Not handsome but familiar as longing,


Tie-dyed by our children’s painting days,


With the spills and sauces of great lunches


Etched by doodles and forgotten shopping lists;


It has memorised our gestures,


Recorded our tenderness, our commitments,


Sat with us while we spun birthdays,


And experimented with happiness,


As I now, with limited success,


Experiment with contentment.







My ashtray is an old abalone shell with a chunk missing.


Pãua, it’s called here.


Its marine-glint dulled by the extinguished butts of months.


I prefer it to the proper ashtrays stuck


Somewhere in a cupboard.


The cigarette packet is torn,


The cigarette has a dried brown tide mark


From when the packet got damp with


Evaporation on a window shelf a week ago.


One left in the packet. Sixteen since this time


Yesterday. Less than before, but not good enough.


Not nearly good enough. Trying to quit apart,


Amongst the ruins and the dreams


I know that anything is art


That harbours traces of the human heart.


Even a fag packet.







I am content with my fruit-loaf toast,


Laden with Dutch unsalted butter,


Plethoric with cherry and current,


Sitting on a blue plate left over from a Willow Pattern


Dinner set left to me by my mother;


A wedding present promised to her by my grandfather


Who sold Staffordshire pottery in Belgium in the 1960’s.


He finally delivered it to her decades later;


Long after she was already divorced from my father.


Long ago, long ago;


The whole set breakage-scattered but still used;


Infused with half a century of loss and unresolved.







I am content with the paint peeling off the


Weather boards of the house, harnessed


By last year’s cobwebs and their grizzly contents


To the white iceberg rose and


The veranda posts lashed to the curving


Spangles that support the


Corrugated iron overhang.


One day I shall actually try and light


The brick barbeque that protrudes onto the lawn


From behind a mature feijoa tree standing


On my left. Another enormous feijoa stands to my right.


The pollinator. Together they feel like


Two sentinel guardians protecting me.







I am content to watch, beyond the handrail of the veranda,


Full, fat, purple and white tulips shrugging off a robust


Dowsing of spring rain as the overgrown


Lawn yawns, waking to the light water falling.


For now everything is perfection of function


Married to form in Golden Jubilee.


Each object bloated with remembrance


Like old clothes returned to life in a school play


Or a community pageant.


All this, its pasts, known and unknown,


Warms the hour.







I sit in my moment, in the cloister calm of home,


Surrounded by the palisades around the


Combatant I was, astounded still to be alive,


Listening to the rain clatter in the leaf-clogged


Guttering, sparse traffic swishing in the distance,


And with the skin of my mind I touch


The thin membrane of atmosphere I share


With a million lovers kissing by fountains, tired


Faces travelling to work, mothers making dough,


Lighting fires for a toddler coughing, a teacher yawning


And history rolling over me like a clear night.







I gaze at the smoke drifting up, Bogart cool,


From the cigarette between my fingers, and


It is not a metaphysical connection that exists


Between my two nicotine fingers, and the ink-stained,


Viciously amputated fingers of two men from


Kandahar I read about only yesterday,


Who share with me this fragile cocoon.


Two young men proud to have their fingers stained


To prove they didn’t cheat in an Afghan election


Rigged in my name


To my everlasting shame.







I stare at the ochre lines along the cuticles around


The tips of my right hand fingers shaking


Uncontrollably to flick the dead ash onto


Its incandescent resting place. What stupidity is this?


What stupidity was that? To give the Taliban such easy targets?


Of course, who cared


After they had made their mark,


Dreamed their dream of a flat screen,


A Mercedes and a Visa Card,


Who cared


After they had done their bit for democracy?







In other times, in other lands, in other left-overs of our mess


I have seen the new toasters, the dishwashers and washing machines


Filling little white houses in villages without electricity.







Oh yes, it is a ‘palpable’ connection, my dear ‘Osric’;


I pour it into my car and into my lawn mower;


By its poisoned grace I eat strawberries all year round,


Charge up my laptop and watch


Our multi award winning wars with


Inexcusable detachment.







“Whatever you do” my lovely Irish nurse kept telling


me at the hospital, “You must learn to rest. Relax.


Be content. Meditate. You will have this disease for


the rest of your life. It feeds on stress and we can


hear the chainsaw in your head from across the room.”










Meditate? My god,


My good friend, Peter, calls them his ‘chattering monkeys’:


His thoughts. He tells me he went to India


And he meditates now and the chattering monkeys


Have quietened down. I don’t believe a word of it.


I don’t want to switch off my monkeys.


I might never be able to switch them on again.







I sit in my moment of love for the humid air


With half vision, an incurable disease, debts piling up


And all there is between me and madness is a jotter


And a chewed pencil for me to write:


The collective mind of man is a memory of water.


I pause, and remembering another nurse


Who rubbed my back and saved my life, I write again:


We evoke it when we touch.


And my tears join the clatter in the downpipes.







The air, the still earth, the light rain:


The present has a softening sound, doesn’t it?


Won’t that do?







I imagine the family of fat rats, living high up


At the top of the Phoenix palm tree across the creek,


Huddled together, waiting for the shower to pass


So they can resume their feast of last year’s fallen walnuts.







Won’t this do?


Peace among belongings,


My longings and my griefs?










The table, the cracked Italian cup,


The battered Lloyd loom chair;


Who will


Paw over this stuff in some junk shop one day


As I have often pawed over the dumped reminders


Of those who came before?


Who will


One day, maybe soon,


Put their ear to this table and listen to our ghosts?







I know, my dear, ‘Buzz buzz!’


My Furies hurtling through the fucked up neurons,


Teasing out my pride


Exposing my pathetic fear of loss.


Failure.







I know. Nothing endures.


Empires, trees or trousers,


All success is partial,


All pain a process.







And yet I cannot stop their song;


These object spirits of blended memories


Sighing We, previously loved, We human things


Recycled with Care into the Community


That nurtured us and is failing


Because it is bound by market drive


And economy of scale to a mindless conflict


Between the greedy and the greedier.










My hubris, just another particle part


Of the arrogant We who cannot love


Ourselves, let alone each other,


For the swell of our artefacts,


From whom, and amongst which, still deluded,


I draw these memetic comforts.







Yes. I hear you. I’m chilled!







Who will care


When the cardboard boxes are tossed


Onto the back of a ute?


How long before that concert programme


Signed by Beniamino Gigli to my mother


Mildews away on a shelf in ‘Just Browsing’?


Even in her sixties, whenever the singer’s name


Came up, Mum would tell her tale:







November 1946. What luck? What angel of destiny


Had manoeuvred her into a seat near the


Front of those sublime Drury Lane stalls?


There, in her enthrallment, as the heartthrob


Sang, he had spotted her creamy shoulders,


Grey green eyes and wavy auburn hair


And he winked at her!


From the stage!


As he sang!










Then, among the crowd of fans by the stage door,


As she often told me, the greatest tenor in the world


Remembered her. Remembered


Where she had been sitting


As he scribbled his autograph


And winked at her again.


Dirty old scoundrel, no doubt. So what? She was


Barely twenty and already four months a mother.


Still a silly girl, breathless and pink.


Who will care?







Oh Mum,


Like some wounded kid on a Flanders field,


When I am terrified


I still cry out for you.







Why was she ashamed to die, Nurse?


Ashamed to even admit she was ashamed?







A few days before she died I took her hand and said,


“I love you, mum.”


“You’ve got a funny way of showing it.” she said.


She never told me she loved me – ever.


She never said, “I’m going now. Be well.”


She didn’t have to, I suppose.







The sky has become curdled yoghurt.


I stare at it awhile.










An old P-3K Orion passes overhead on its way


To Woodburn Air Force Base to be repaired, probably.


Its wing just tipping the topmost leaves of a towering


Chestnut. Is the co-pilot looking down?


“There’s that corner place surrounded by big old trees


“Where that pommy actor from EastEnders lives.”


Fuck television.
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