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        For Cassie… You know what you did, you naughty minx.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RULES AND SHIT

          

        

      

    

    
      Reading is one of the closest things to magic. And if you disagree… well, you’re just plain wrong. It’s a precious thing. We’re taught as children, in the arms of parents and loved ones, to open our minds, fill our brains with wonder and worlds. When we read, we visit newfound places and worlds ladened with colors we don’t have and creatures that shouldn’t exist. Our brains draw rich images from wood pulp and ink, our hearts shudder with emotions for people that don’t exist. What part of that isn’t sorcery?

      Now, readers, well, they experience magic. That’s one kinda drug. I’m partial to it, I won’t lie. But writers… we’re the makers and creators of this mystical crack. We are the original magicians, pulling not rabbits but worlds from empty hats. And isn’t that some kind of magnificent?

      I like to start each craft book with a short spurt of necessary hyperbole. See, I don’t like books that work in “must-dos,” “have-to-dos” and “always”. Fuck that. Rebel, my sweets. Rebel till your heart turns dark and your stories weep with the blood of your enemies.

      That said, this book is going to contain some techniques and while I might say “you need to do this or that,” I don’t mean it prescriptively. You don’t have to do shit. I’m not your book-mama, I don’t dish out spankings… well, actually… Umm, never mind, wrong kind of textbook.

      Look, the point is, don’t let anyone tell you there’s only one way to do something. I don’t believe there’s only one way to learn, and that’s the case for craft too. I’ll tell you what there is only one of though… you. Only one author with your specific lens, your specific voice, and your specific way of looking at the world and characters. So, if you don’t like the craft-noodles I’m serving, you can get a different take out. I’m not precious.

      Actually, that’s a lie. I’m wildly precious. I never intended to write this book, but now I have, I’m giddy with excitement to share it. The techniques folded between these pages are just the things I do. I didn’t realize others saw them as useful and would want to use them too. But then… aren’t all the best books surprises?

      What I’m trying to say is that everyone likes to dish out rules. I’ll probably do it in here. But rules were made for breaking. You do you, Boo.

      
        
        What This Book Is About

      

      

      This book is about writing. Actually, it’s about reading. Maybe it’s about learning. It’s about best sellers. Scrap that. It’s about all the above.

      If you want to improve your writing and be the best writer you can be, then at some point you’re going to have to be active and do something about it. You’re going to have to learn. Some people take courses, some people listen to podcasts or watch YouTube channels, others read craft books. All of those options are valid. I personally dabble in a bit of everything. I probably always will. That is the fate of the perpetual learner. But see, there’s another kind of learning that I think is possibly the most powerful of all.

      Self-learning.

      Except that us sensitive writers like to poison our brains and riddle our minds with doubt and a lack of confidence. Surely we can’t just teach ourselves? We don’t know what we don’t know.

      Bitch, please.

      Did I not start this very chapter discussing the absolute magnificence that is our ability to conjure magical absurdities from fuck-nothing save the gooey biologically gray carcass inside our skull?

      I did. Don’t look back, it was rhetorical.

      People… We are fucking magicians.

      YOU… You are a magician. You might not know things right now.

      But you can discover them.

      You can be Indiana Jones and Howard Carter. If archeologists can dig up dinosaur-mummy bones, you can be damn sure us lowly writers can unearth a technique or two all by our onesies.

      I know it’s scary to… to trust oneself. But it’s going to be okay. I’ve got your back.

      This book will show you how to read differently. It’s going to make you stop, then take a hot second to figure out the recipe for reader-crack.

      If you’re yet to find a method to teach yourself craft, this one might help. Try it, see if you’re Cinders and the glass shoe fits.

      I should warn, this book might change the way you read. But if it does, that doesn’t mean you can only read this way forevermore. Let’s not all be extremists, shall we? There’s too many of them in the world as it is. You want to read for pleasure, go do that. You want to read for pleasure the first time and then do the analysis? Cooooool, I’m not here to stop you.

      
        
        Some Caveats

      

      

      
        	
You’re not interested in developing your craft. I mean… do we really need to cover this? If you’re happy with where your writing is at, this book probably isn’t for you.

        	You don’t want, or aren’t willing, to try reading in a new way.

      

      *Pulls face*

      Henry Ford said, “If you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you’ve always got.” There is one exception to that. If you like the way you read, and you feel you’re getting enough techniques and tools from them because you learn by osmosis, then outstanding. You’re one of the lucky ones that doesn’t need to intentionally dig deeper. That’s okay, read the book for info and take everything with a pinch of salt.

      But if you want to get more from the books you’re consuming, if you want to deepen your craft, then let’s mix it up. We’re going to put some razzle with your dazzle, try the unicorn pen, and sprinkle glitter in your ink. It’s go time, bitches… which brings me to my final caveat…

      
        	
You don’t like dark humor or swear words.

      

      It’s a well-known fact I’ve never been what “society” deems a lady. If you don’t like it, ciao baby, it’s been real.

      

      Still with me?

      

      Excellent.

      

      Let’s get reading.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT IS A BEST SELLER ANYWAY?

          

        

      

    

    
      Is it just me or have you ever had a moment where reading has felt more like riding a shroom high as you dance in la-la land, and tripped off your tits at the exquisiteness of a book world?

      No?

      Just me?

      Anyone?

      Jeez, hard crowd.

      Alright, but I bet you have totally and utterly fallen in love with a story at some point. You must have or you wouldn’t be reading this—a book about how to actually, you know, do that to other readers.

      
        
        What is a Best Seller?

      

      

      It seems pertinent to actually define what I mean by a “best seller” before we get too far into the book. Why? Because what you might think of as a “best seller” at face value is not quite what I’m going for here. Let’s think of “best seller” as a tub of Neapolitan ice cream. For those that don’t know, that’s a tub of ice cream which has a strip of vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry. Basically, the stuff of a ’90s baby’s dreams.

      You got your bog-standard vanilla flavor of best seller like the New York Times (NYT) list. Vanilla is the most common flavor for a reason. It’s bland and palatable to most people. Which is why the NYT is vanilla in the ice cream tub because that’s the type of best seller most of us think of when someone says, “best seller”. Included in this are the USA Today, Sunday Times, Wall Street Journal or any of several other lists touted as accolades by the “names” in the industry.

      And yes, those are best sellers in the most recognized sense. But those lists are owned by traditional publishing and often doused with a heavy dose of curation over data. So even if you outsold the vast majority of books on the list, it doesn’t actually guarantee you a slot on the list.

      Ugh. Where’s the spice, people? Give me a bit of strawberry, or even chocolate with chili in it.

      Which leads me to other types of best seller. Let’s go with chocolate ice cream next. There are Amazon best sellers, both those in the overall top 100 of all books sold on the site and then smaller Amazon category best sellers. These elicit digital, high pitched, hand flaps of excitement because you get a little orange tag by your book’s title. And of course, there are similar chart toppers on Kobo or Apple or any of the other stores you sell your book in.

      And last, we have strawberry with sprinkles and butterscotch sauce and whipped cream. The most unique type of best seller.

      This one is determined by you.

      Maybe there’s a book that to your knowledge hasn’t ever hit a “list”. But it was translated to film and then the sales picked up and it sells consistently and you just love the characters and the prose and you wish you were as good as that author.

      Or maybe there’s a book in an obscure niche that doesn’t sell mind-boggling numbers but sells consistently. You’re okay with that because if you had ten books in the niche, you’d earn enough to quit your day job. It wouldn’t make you seven figures, but you don’t care because the world building is to die for and you cry with laughter every time you read the genre.

      Or maybe there’s a book no one’s heard of and doesn’t sell well, but it’s simply exquisite. You see yourself in the characters and it’s meaningful and deep and you like the theme and the narrative voice and you wish you could write like that.

      These examples, under my definition of “best seller” in this book, count. I’m using “best seller” as a catch-all term. Would I do that in general conversation or if I were teaching marketing? No. Of course not. But that’s not what we’re doing here. In this book, we’re focusing on anatomy and a process for digging up tools you can use. Where those tools come from is almost irrelevant. What’s relevant is your goal. What you want to achieve, what you want to write like, how and what you want to improve. I want to help you uncover the tools and techniques your favorite authors use. The authors who inspire you or make you green with envy. The books that made you sob and laugh, the ones that fifteen years later you’re still thinking about. Whether or not they got an orange flag on the seventy-sixth of whenever is irrelevant. I want to know what you deem as good, as best, and amazing.

      That’s what’s important here.

      Your opinion.

      Perhaps we need to be clear on what our definitions of success are? Because you can be a best seller and earn six or seven figures without being Stieg Larsson. Am I saying you shouldn’t strive for Fifty Shades of success?

      OMG NO.

      I’m not afraid to say I’d love that level of success. Hell, it’s what gets me out of bed and keeps me motivated every day. But I’m also aware that if I don’t focus on what’s in my control, what’s in my ability to influence, then I’ll lose my tiny fucking mind, shit the bed, and watch as my success swims happily downstream. All I, all any of us, can do is control how well we set ourselves up for potential success.

      What is your goal?

      To be on the NYT list? Then yes, you should probably focus on deconstructing books that have actually been on the list. If you want to be a screenwriter, then applying these tools to movies and shows is more important than applying it to books. Whatever your goal, there’s space for you here, too.

      If it’s not the NYT you’re after, then I wouldn’t bother looking at the hardback NYT list for deconstruction. That’s going to be full of John Grisham, Nora Roberts and James Patterson. Remember, the list is owned and dominated by traditional (trad) publishers and there’s an element of “editorial choice” that goes into the final list, not just sales. That doesn’t mean you can’t find best sellers in the indie community or on other lists, though. You only have to look at the number of six and seven-figure indies to know that.

      It doesn’t matter if you want to be the top selling author New York has ever seen, or if you want to be the niche queen of romantic alien frog erotica. What matters is you’re aligning your definition of “best seller” to the choices you make for deconstruction.

      Do you want to be a trad published author? Then you should deconstruct the highest selling traditionally published books in your genre.

      If you want to be an indie player in an indie dominated genre, then deconstruct the best of the best in that genre.

      After that, if you decide what you’ve found in the books you’ve  deconstructed doesn’t meet your expectations and desire for writing, then it’s a different conversation. It’s one about goal alignment and pivoting. Either you change the type of story you want to write to meet the requirements of the genre and readers, or you don’t. But remember that risks not giving readers what they want. Last, you can pivot genres and find something that makes you happier.

      All options are valid. The question is whether you’re happy with the consequences of your choice.

      Ultimately, you can write whatever story you want. You have permission to just write for yourself and to get out the story you have to tell. But you can’t then expect the market to gobble it up. Not unless it meets their requirements as well—but unless you’ve done the research and know the market, chances are it won’t meet reader requirements as well as it could—we’ll cover this later.

      It’s always about choice, about choosing this path or the other.

      Right now, all you have to do is align your deconstruction with your goal.

      You want big NYT status, make sure you’re deconstructing big NYT books. You want big indie success? Deconstruct big best-selling indie books.

      The skills and tools I’ll be showing you in the book are applicable to any kind of best seller, any kind of story, movie, TV show, Broadway musical (or other type of medium) that you deem of quality. Character development is character development. Plot is plot.

      Know your goal. Know your path and, brick by brick, build your potential.

      
        
        The Anatomy of a Best Seller

      

      

      So why the title?

      This book is far more practical than anything else I’ve written. But let’s get one thing completely clear before we get into deconstruction… Can I—or any other craft wielding nonfiction geek—give you the cut and dry formula to this-is-how-you-bake-and-sell-a-mind-blowing-blockbusting-book?

      No.

      Really, truly, fucking Earth-core deep, no.

      Of course not.

      There is no secret recipe that can guarantee success. There is only setting yourself up for success. This will not be the last time I talk about potential success. It’s the thing I wish new writers understood. This game, this book industry… it’s really about iteration and trial and error. It’s about attempting to give the market what it wants, and the slow and laborious method of, reader by individual reader, cultivating an audience.

      This creates the potential for success.

      Iterate enough times, successfully give the market what it wants, and you give yourself the best chance of success.

      But it doesn’t guarantee it.

      Some people think lightning bolts happen when you do something right. That you work just the right way and life, the universe, and the magical dolphin of Zeitgeist will come along and sprinkle a cheeky glitter-gasm of success on your book and it flourishes.

      It doesn’t work like that.

      I’m more of a setting-up-for-potential-success-enough-times-I-beat-the-odds girl.

      When most people think of “best seller” they think of Stieg Larsson, whose books went viral posthumously, or E. L. James, Stephenie Meyer, Suzanne Collins, or, She Who Must Not Be Named. But these authors had more than just best seller status. They were the lightning bolt to end all lightning bolts. Too often we mistake “best seller” for that unpredictable rollercoaster of impossible circumstances that arise and have a slice of WTF-just-happened attached. You can’t predict that. Only prepare for it.

      What we can do, though, is examine what is already successful (to you) and break it down. If you see a beautiful mansion and you want to build a house like it, what do you do? You speak to the builders to find out what bricks were used, how much concrete was needed and how deep the foundations went. You talk to an architect and study the schematics and drawings, the skeleton of the building. I’m betting you’d break down what the builders did, so you can use similar tools to build a house of your own. But maybe you change the color of the bricks, add a conservatory on, and a loft conversion. It doesn’t come out quite the same, instead it comes out bigger and better.

      That’s what we’re going to do here.

      We’re going to peel apart the covers of your favorite books, the authors you’d like to emulate, and deconstruct what they’ve done. We’re going to dig into the anatomy of those books like a brain surgeon and forensically slice the tools out so we can use them ourselves.

      
        
        On Reading this Bad Boy

      

      

      As this book is so practical, I want you to work while you read. There are intermissions where I give you tasks to do while reading the following section. That’s because while this book contains facts and information, it’s heavily based on a process. A process that only works if it’s implemented. So when you come to an intermission and it tells you to do something…

      Pretty please, with a cherry spanking on top, do it.

      This book focuses on three ordered steps:

      
        	Read

        	Deconstruct

        	Implement

      

      Surprising no one, that is the structure of the book too, and it’s the order in which we will progress.

      Ready?

      Excellent… here’s your first task…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERMISSION

          

        

      

    

    
      We interrupt your reading of this book to bring you a task. This book and topic are a little different. More task based than anything I’ve written before—workbooks aside, of course. But I want you to do the work alongside the reading.

      So, your first task is thrice:

      
        	Find or purchase a pencil. Or if you’re aghast at the prospect of marking a book, dig up an e-reader.

        	Purchase a butt-load (and yes, that’s a measurement) of sticky tabs.

        	Choose—purchase or borrow from the library*—a book from your favorite author, an author you admire, someone you’d like to be as good as, or whose voice you deeply appreciate.

      

      If you’re a rereader of books, then I’d recommend picking a book you’ve read many times as it’s easier to be objective about and less caught up in the story. If you’re not a rereader, just plump for a book that fits the above.

      

      *Don’t mark your library books though, prepare for copying out the sentences you like.

      

      That’s it for now. We’ll begin reading soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STEP 1 READ

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.0 READ

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where we fill our eyeballs with glitter crack, discuss the fact Stephen King is wrong, ponder our fragile little egos, trip off our tits, and consider why we should all bash more coconuts.

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        The Fear of Reading Like a Writer

      

      

      I think people are resistant to reading like a writer for two reasons:

      
        	They fear it will detract from their love of reading.

        	It skirts a little too close to comparison.

      

      First up, I get it. You’ve read for escapism since you came flailing out yo mama’s special place. It brings you joy and respite from daily drudgery. Most of us are in love with reading. We fall for characters and worlds; we covet the way characters make us feel things. Often cited as the most common hobby or leisure activity globally, reading is popular. Who wants to lose their favorite pastime?

      But let me reassure you, this isn’t a prescriptive method, and it’s not a one-way road. You can take a return journey if you don’t like it.

      Point two, it skirts too close to comparison. Sigh. I know, I know. For some, the famous quote ‘comparison is the thief of joy’ is real. I understand the fear that in deconstructing someone’s work, you’re essentially looking at it to examine the differences between your words and theirs. But I believe there are two ways to look at comparison: fear-based comparison and constructive comparison.

      
        
        Fear-Based Comparison

      

      

      Fear-based comparison, also known as comparisonitis, is the compulsion to compare your accomplishments, skills, or work to another’s in order to determine its significance or relative importance. This results in negativity, doubt, and a raft of other deliciously parasitic mind worms. There are some people who find the perceived “gap” between where they are and where they want to be generative. In that it drives them to act to shrink the gap.

      For those for whom it causes pain, there’s a way to look at comparison differently to help prevent the formation of this poisonous mindset. Especially if any kind of comparison is unhealthy and bad for your headspace. I understand we’re all different and that’s okay. If this has been you, then I’m going to challenge you to look at this method, anyway. If it doesn’t work, let’s cross that bridge later.

      
        
        Constructive Comparison

      

      

      I’m one of those people who fall into the “comparison is positive” group. I think that’s why I came to this type of learning so quickly. Don’t freak out, but I want to be honest. Constructive comparison is at the heart of this book. It’s comparing, but for a purpose, for learning, and for figuring out the mechanics behind success.

      Essentially, when reading and deconstructing I look at an author’s work not to establish who is better or worse. But merely to examine the differences and similarities between their work and mine.

      That’s it.

      I don’t assign emotion to those differences or similarities. I take them on face value. They give me information. I ask myself whether I’m happy with what I’ve discovered. Do I like the tools this author has used? If so, can I use them too? Or maybe I can put my own spin on them.

      It’s a learning exercise. It’s an opinion forming task. It is an assessment of tools and strategy and a decision-making process that follows.

      Doesn’t seem too bad after all, hey?

      
        
        Why You Need to Read Like a Writer

      

      

      There are famous quotes that tell you to read. That it’s essential. Hell, most of them claim you can’t possibly be a writer unless you read. The problem with such quotes as these is they’re vague and entirely unhelpful.

      “If you don’t have time to read, you don’t have the time (or the tools) to write. Simple as that.” Stephen King.

      
        
        “Read, read, read. Read everything—trash, classics, good and bad, and see how they do it. Just like a carpenter who works as an apprentice and studies the master. Read! You’ll absorb it. Then write. If it’s good, you’ll find out. If it’s not, throw it out of the window.” William Faulkner.

        

      

      Yes, yes, oh wise and worldly word-gurus, but WTF does reading lots or reading like a writer even mean?

      We’re getting there. Stick with me for a bit longer.

      There’s something magical about reading a text, stopping when it shakes your bones and hits you in the feels. But it’s even more amazing when you stop and analyze the work and finally figure out how the writer did it.

      See, in deconstructing, you’ll learn not only that you like something, but why you like it and how the crafty bugger of an author did it, too. And isn’t that an amazing feeling? As a writing-reader, when you can narrow your eyes into a glint, let a smug grin peel across your lips because…

      You know…

      You seeeeee the author…

      And you knooooow…

      It’s like the sky opens and rains down epiphany on you, as your eyeballs fill with glitter and author-crack. Once you realize how an author did something, you have the power and tools to do it too…. But in your own way.

      What’s interesting to me is our ability to read develops far faster than our ability to write. Arguably, when we come to write our first book, many of us have read hundreds or even thousands of books. We already have ten thousand hours of reading under our belt. And yet, the first draft of our first book is usually comparable to a giant mold-covered turd. It needs burning in a sacrificial rite of passage and never spoken of again.

      So why, when we’ve read all our lives, can’t we write how we want to? Because we’ve spent our lives reading like a reader, not reading like a writer.

      That’s what we’re going to rectify.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.1 TWO TYPES OF READING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested; that is, some books are to be read only in parts; others to be read, but not curiously; and some few are to be read wholly, and with diligence and attention.” ― Francis Bacon, The Essays

        

      

      
        
        The What, Why and How of Reading

      

      

      The vast majority of “regular” readers—the fans we’re looking for—read at a surface level. Let me be clear and say, there’s nothing wrong with that, especially if you are a reader and have no interest in writing books.

      But, if you have lofty ambitions to hit the best seller lists, if you want a red-carpet runway on your book’s premier movie night, if you want adoring swathes of readers lavishing you with fan art and gift boxes, then you’re going to have to read a little differently, at least occasionally. And that is at the heart of this book. Before we can deconstruct, our reading habits need to become more observational.

      Reading like a reader will help you develop your writing technique, but reading like a writer will inject steroids into that process and jump jack you up the craft stream to “boss level 5000” (according to my eight-year-old this is a legitimate game level boss, so let’s run with it).

      As a “reader” when you read, it’s usually unconscious, and thus forms a shallower level of reading. Your brain loses itself in the plot and therefore you only get the “what” of the story. You take in what’s going on—the plot—but nothing else. You experience, engage with, and understand it.

      But as a writer, you want to get to an enhanced type of reading. When you start to ask “why” the author created the story, characters, and words, you simultaneously take a step deeper into understanding but outward from the plot to become an observer. The holy grail is to go deeper still and understand the “how” behind their authorial choices too. That’s where you want to be as a writer. Digging into the author’s psyche and analyzing their technical choices.

      Okay, I’m sure there are arguably many types of reading. But for the sake of this book, we’re going to agree there are just two types that we care about:

      
        	Reading like a reader

        	Reading like a writer

      

      Let’s dive into a little more depth on these.

      
        
        Reading Like a Reader

      

      

      Everyone starts with this method of reading. It’s what we’re taught in school, and as toddlers, what our parents aim to teach us.

      To progress to the next type of reading, we must master this type first. This reading is what 99 percent of the population does. They achieve the gold standard of reading like a reader and then they stop.

      Readers appreciate and understand the “what” of what happens in the story. That’s it.

      
        	Boy is chosen.

        	Boy goes on a quest and finds a magical device of power.

        	Finally, boy slays the dragon.

      

      This is plot and it’s our first and most shallow encounter with any story. This kind of reading is pleasurable. When I truly lose myself in a book, it’s the “what I’m reading I’m engaging with.” I don’t read with my eyeballs. My mind opens up, the words disappear and I watch the characters as if it were regular TV. I guess that’s why there are so many quotes about readers living a thousand lives. I want to be clear that even though I’m advocating for a different type of reading, I still fundamentally believe this kind of reading is and always will be essential as a writer.

      Why?

      Because reading for pleasure is pleasurable and we can all do with a little more pleasure in our lives… Ahem.

      Pleasure also tells you things…

      If you can stay even a little aware while diving into escapism and you can recognize when you’re deep in a story, or when you’re being punched in the feels by an author, or when they made you ugly cry, that teaches you about story. Even without stopping to analyze every inch of the line that made your eyeballs sweat, your subconscious will notice things; methods and tools the author used. You’ll get a sense of the shape of a story, how it flows and peaks and troughs from chapter to chapter. This is valuable. You need this.

      This feeds your ability as a writer to know story shape innately.

      Don’t stop yourself reading for pleasure. We need to do both types of reading. Escapism, joy, allowing our subconscious to swallow us in story, and the analysis and deconstruction as writers.

      Reading like a reader, means you understand the “what” of what is happening. You connect with characters. Love them. Like them. Even loathe some of them. But you don’t venture deeper than that. Readers hold hands with books, they dance around the maypole and sing and laugh and feel things together. Writers, when they truly read as a writer, well now, they do something completely different.

      
        
        The Why of Reading

      

      

      Then we go to school. English teachers get very concerned with the theme and meaning behind stories. See, they think we writers are profoundly deep and are constantly trying to weave important philosophical meanings into our story.

      *Side eye*

      What they don’t appreciate is half the time we’ve written these stories with our thumbs up our asses, minds in reverse, brains deprived of caffeine and are simply “making shit up”. And actually, this is a good point. Most authors don’t realize, or don’t consciously, pump their stories full of golden tools or literary devices. They’re just writing intuitively, from the gut, vomiting words onto the page. But that is what happens when you’ve learned craft and internalized story and prose. Do you drive your car consciously? Didn’t think so.

      But, for the sake of our fragile egos, I’m going to pretend that we are always as diligent and intentional as our English teachers suggest.

      Suffice to say, school teaches us to dig a little deeper than the surface level plot. We clutch the story duvet and slip our sticky mitts beneath to see what’s there. We understand the why. The meaning of the story and the purpose.

      We figure out the why by either digesting and pondering the story ourselves or talking about it with friends or teachers.
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