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        “User-friendly and methodically organized: the perfect guide for anyone interested in self-publishing. Answers all the questions you didn’t know you had.”—Lisa Tucker, The Book Cover, The Borderline Radio Soo

      

      

      
        
        “Bestselling author and indie pro Judy Penz Sheluk takes the mystery out of self-publishing for both newbies and veteran authors considering this path. With clear explanations, handy checklists, and invaluable resources, Self-publishing: The Ins & Outs of Going Indie offers key information in a supportive but 100% businesslike manner to assist independent-minded authors in making educated, confident decisions. I will wholeheartedly recommend this guide to all of my editing clients interested in learning more about going indie.”— Lisa Mathews, Editor, Kill Your Darlings Editing Services

      

      

      
        
        “Well-researched, well-organized, easy to read, and very comprehensive. Great both for newbies and old hands. I learned a lot!” —C.J. Shane, author of Letty Valdez, Cat Miranda, and Iron Horse mysteries

      

      

      
        
        “A must have for every author embarking upon self-publishing. It’s a comprehensive business guide ranging from setting up your publishing identity, to uploading your books to various platforms, pricing, audiobooks, advertising and promotion, and so much more. This handy manual is rich with pro tips from an experienced author who has run the gamut and succeeded.”—Keenan Powell, Multi-nominated author of Implied Consent, a Maureen Gould Legal Thriller

      

      

      
        
        Finding Your Path to Publication

      

      

      
        
        “Based on experience and extensive research, Judy has created a digestible and easy-to-follow guide for anyone diving into a new world (to them) of publishing. Sometimes it’s hard to think of your creative masterpiece as “a product.” Judy’s guidance both respects your creative process and at the same time presents the realities of the outside world after the writing is done.— K.D. Sullivan, author of A Cure for the Common Word and co-founder, Untreed Reads Publishing

      

      

      
        
        “If you have ever wanted to write and publish a book, but didn’t know where to start, Finding Your Path to Publication is for you. Built on years of experience as a successful author and publisher, Judy Penz Sheluk lays out the steps to getting your book out into the world in a simple to follow format—everything from making sure your book is the best it can be, to branding and social marketing, to pitching your baby to potential publishers. If you are new to the world of publishing, this in an excellent guide to making your dreams become a reality.”—Mike Martin, Co-Founder, Writers First

      

      

      
        
        “A comprehensive resource for anyone interested in the business side of writing and the latest publishing options. Chock full of practical tips and sage advice, Penz Sheluk delivers the information in easily understandable bites with an insider’s knowledge. A highly recommended must-read for writers at any stage in their career.”—Brenda Chapman, Author of the Hunter and Tate Mysteries
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      Ten years ago, when I sat down to write my first novel, the thought of self-publishing never crossed my mind. To be fair, times were different then. There was a greater stigma to self-publishing, and vanity presses had (deservedly) earned their reputation as the bottom feeders of the book publishing industry.

      As an established freelance journalist and magazine editor, I was also no stranger to seeing my name in print, with bylines in dozens of North American newspapers and magazines. I assumed, wrongly as it turned out, that my good reputation would help pave the way to a traditional publishing deal.

      It didn’t, and in July 2014, after several (mostly nice) rejections and one offer from a New York City agent to ghost write a book in exchange for a small share of any royalties earned (I turned her down), I signed a contract for The Hanged Man’s Noose, the first book in my Glass Dolphin mystery series.

      I vetted the publisher, an independent press based in Oregon, as well as anyone can prior to submitting. I checked online reviews and ratings of the books in their catalogue, read a handful of titles to ensure they were well edited, then contacted three of their authors who, like me, belonged to Sisters in Crime. Feedback about the publisher was overwhelmingly positive. Quality editing, proofreading, and cover art were all handled in a collaborative manner with the author. Royalties were reported monthly and paid promptly. I was further assured by the publisher’s Mystery Writers of America and International Thriller Writers approved standings.

      Despite all that, when it came time to find a home for the first book in my Marketville mystery series, I decided to query elsewhere to make sure all my eggs weren’t in one basket. I’d heard too many tales of authors whose series had been “orphaned” (an industry term meaning the premature cancellation of a contract due to the publisher shuttering its doors or discontinuing the genre). That wasn’t going to happen to me.

      Except, it did. Twice. It turned out having multiple baskets didn’t offer the security I thought it might.

      It didn’t come as a huge shock; traditional print media had been declining for years, and my years in the magazine world taught me to read the signs of impending closure. One publisher had systematically begun to release every one of their authors from their contracts. The other had all but stopped communicating, including royalty reports and updates on books-in-progress. By July 2018, both of my series were officially orphaned.

      Few “orphaned” authors find a new home for their existing series, even after months, sometimes years, of trying. Some start over. Some give up. I did neither. The knowledge both failed publishers had given me was knowledge of the industry. I understood what loomed on my horizon, and a few months prior to being officially orphaned, I’d set up my own imprint, Superior Shores Press. I was ready to take my destiny into my own hands.

      I’ve learned a lot since 2018, made a few miscalculations along the way, overcomplicated some things, underestimated others. I’ve also guided a couple of traditionally published authors through their own indie journeys and, at the request of my then-local library, developed a presentation titled Finding Your Path to Publication, which led to a second presentation, Self-Publishing: The Ins & Outs of Going Indie, and an article in the Independent Book Publishers Association bimonthly magazine, the IBPA Independent.

      If you’ve read Finding Your Path the Publication, you will spot some overlap between that book and this one. Here, though, I’ve adapted and delved further into that information expressly through the lens of self-publishing.

      As with Finding Your Path to Publication, you won’t find advice in these pages—it’s not my place to tell you how or where to publish your novel. What you will find is information to understand this side of the publishing world and make your journey into self-publishing smoother and less daunting. Look for the (#AR) symbol as an indicator that a weblink to more information is included in the Additional Resources section at the back of this book. I’ve broken each of those resources down by section and sub-section, which allows for easy reference while reading, or later when you’re getting ready to tackle your own project. You’ll also find a glossary with common terms used in self-publishing, as well as a separate “Your Steps” page at the end of each section, with bullet points you can use to develop your own step-by-step guide.

      When I first typed the words “The Hanged Man’s Noose: Chapter One” a decade ago, I never envisioned that my journey would lead me to self-publishing through my own imprint, but it’s turned out to be the right decision for me.

      I’ve also accomplished far more in the past five years than I could have ever imagined. It is my hope that by sharing my knowledge and experience, you’ll avoid some of the missteps that were part of my personal journey. That said, self-publishing is not for everyone, and once you’ve read this book, you may decide it isn’t right for you.

      Then again, you just may decide that you’re ready to take the leap. Let’s find out.
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      The self-publishing space is filled with authors hoping to make a Top 10 list, and I do mean filled. According to WordsRated.com, a non-commercial, international research data and analytics group, the number of self-published books has increased by 264% in the last five years, with annual sales of $300 million and counting (#AR). Reminder: you’ll see the (#AR) symbol when there is a weblink to more information in the Additional Resources section at the back of this book.

      Three-hundred million dollars. That’s an impressive number, though the same survey reports that the average self-published book sells 250 copies, and the average self-published author makes $1,000 per year from their books. Of course, there are exceptions. Andy Weir, best known for his self-published book, The Martian, has sold 5 million copies in North America alone. Which means it’s possible to compete with the deep pockets of the “Big Five” publishers or get a movie deal. It’s just not likely.

      There are other factors to consider as well. Times may have changed since the early days of self-publishing, but in many circles the stigma remains. Some writing awards and grant programs, for example, exclude self-published work in their submission criteria. Family members or friends may (whether outright or silently) wonder why your book didn’t get “picked up,” the assumption being you chose self-publishing out of desperation or lack of options rather than by choice. Or that your book simply isn’t “good enough.”

      Whether you view these attitudes as snobby, antiquated, or just plain unfair, the fact remains that these perceptions, while lessening in recent years, do exist.

      Perhaps part of the blame can be shouldered by past writers who equated the self-publishing journey with a cheap and easy, quick-to-market path for a mediocre manuscript. But you and I both know that you (and your book) are better than that.

      Whether your dream is to publish your debut novel or set the foundation to build your own multi-author imprint, this step-by-step guide can help you get there. But first, let’s get rid of a few things that might be standing in your way, starting with…

      
        
        Arbitrary & Self-imposed Deadlines

      

      

      One of the biggest mistakes writers make is sending their book out into the world before it’s ready, and that’s equally true for aspiring authors trying to land a literary agent and a Big Five deal as it is for those considering self-publishing.

      Maybe you’ve given yourself a timeline to get your project done—a milestone birthday, a year after retirement. Whatever the reason, arbitrary deadlines are often unrealistic. Yes, it’s good to have a date to work towards. It’s also important to allow yourself, and your book, the flexibility to change and adapt. Which brings us to…

      
        
        Requesting (and Accepting) Feedback

      

      

      Feedback comes in many forms and at various stages of the writing process. The most important thing to remember is that you are looking for an unbiased evaluation of your work. You don’t have to agree with every comment or suggestion, but you should at least consider each one without becoming defensive. Think of it as thick skin training for the occasional 1- or 2-star reviews your book is bound to receive. After all, reading is subjective and not everyone is kind.

      Carefully selected, advance readers can be an asset when it comes to identifying pitfalls and plot holes. And trust me, both will be there, even after multiple revisions, even if, like me, you’re also an editor. We’re simply too close to our own work. Where do you find advance readers? Here are a few options:

      
        
        Writing Critique Groups

      

      

      A group of writers who meet regularly to workshop each other’s work. I dabbled with a writing group early in my writing journey and knew it wasn’t for me. But if you’re the sort of writer who likes to connect with other writers on a regular basis, whether to exchange feedback, improve your craft, or remain accountable, this could be beneficial for you.

      While there are no hard and fast rules, critique groups work best if the group is small—three to five people—allowing each member time to read and respond without becoming overwhelmed, while developing an ongoing and supportive relationship with one another.

      Ideally, you’ll also be working in the same genre. There’s no point asking for feedback on your whodunit if your critique partner only reads historical romance and is therefore unfamiliar with the tropes of cozy mysteries.

      It’s also necessary to establish parameters from the get-go, like weekly word count limits and the type of feedback expected. Are you looking for big picture or line edits? Facebook, your local library, and writing associations can be great sources when searching for an established critique group online or in your area, or to connect with people to form your own.

      While critique groups can be invaluable for some writers, they should never be the final step in the review process. You lose objectivity when immersed in your work for months on end. Those intimately familiar with your work will too.

      
        
        Alpha Readers

      

      

      Readers who provide detailed and constructive feedback, both positive and tactfully critical, about your book’s premise, plot, characters, and other technical elements. Does the story flow, is it well paced, etc.? Whether you choose to hire a professional or ask a trusted friend or relative, they should be aware that they are commenting on an unpolished (first or early) draft. They should also be avid readers of your book’s genre or sub-genre.

      While a critique group focuses on workshopping with other writers, consider this the first test drive of your overall story from a reader’s perspective. This will help pinpoint big picture problems within your story (and possibly your writing style) that need to be addressed.

      
        
        Beta Readers

      

      

      Unlike alpha readers who provide an early or first draft review, beta readers (or betas) critique finished manuscripts before they are published. As with alpha readers, it’s advisable to have betas who are familiar with your genre/sub-genre.

      Beta readers can be friends, family members, teachers, members of online writing groups, or other writers willing to do a manuscript swap—basically, anyone who will approach the book as a casual reader, pointing out things they liked and disliked. This will help you identify finer points of your manuscript that may need an adjustment.

      You’re no doubt familiar with the expression “too many cooks spoil the broth.” The same holds true when it comes to betas. Ideally, you’ll have no fewer than two and no more than five, allowing for a comparison of opinions without the risk of opinion overload. If one beta reader doesn’t understand why the protagonist hates red, for example, it might just be their perspective (though you should still make a note of it). If two or more betas don’t understand it, that’s a must-fix.

      While betas are an excellent way to obtain (usually free) feedback that allows you to tweak and polish your manuscript, they do not replace the role of a professional editor.

      
        
        Editing and Proofreading (#AR)

      

      

      If you plan to self-publish, hiring an independent editor is not a corner to cut. And yet, when I am teaching writing workshops, this is almost always the point where the budding writers in attendance balk. Oh, they’d have done at least one of the previous three steps (critique group, alpha reader, beta reader), but the thought of an editor dismantling their manuscript was terrifying. And paying for editing?

      Why should they have to fork out cash when their Aunt Edna was a high school English teacher, willing to do the job for free? Besides, aren’t editors expensive?

      Here’s the thing. Aunt Edna may be well versed in the rules and regs of grammar and spelling. She may even be an avid reader. But she’s still your aunt, and she’s probably not going to be the heartless assassin you need to kill the darlings in your manuscript that almost certainly exist. It’s also unlikely she’ll understand the Chicago Manual of Style (also known as CMoS), the editorial style guide/standard accepted in publishing (#AR).

      “Okay,” you might be thinking, “but if I’m going to be the publisher, can’t I make up my own style?” Probably. In fact, most publishers have their own “house” style, tweaks on how they might display numbers or dates, for example. But the template? CMoS. As the adage goes, “you need to understand the rules before you can break them.” That statement is as true for publishing styles as it is for the tropes of your genre.

      But let’s take it one step further. A good editor will provide an overview of your book, including comps (comparable titles to other books in your genre). You’ll need this when it comes to promotion, and (in my case, anyway), they’ll often come up with titles you haven’t even heard of. Professionals are clever like that.

      Still not convinced? I worked as a magazine editor for four different publications over the course of fifteen years, often concurrently. In those roles I’ve edited essays and articles by scholars, academics, amateur experts, and others in fields as diverse as antiques, art, home building, green energy, and historical sites and museums. In the fiction world, I’ve edited three critically and commercially acclaimed multi-author anthologies under the Superior Shores Press imprint. And yet, in addition to consulting with beta readers, I always hire a professional editor for the final stages of my work.

      In the case of the step-by-step publishing books (this one and Finding Your Path to Publication), I hired two editors, one as I developed the work, section by section, and the other who critiqued and proofed the final pass. You’ll find their names credited on the copyright page, as well as in the acknowledgments (which is exactly where you’ll be crediting your independent hires).

      On a personal level, I look at hiring the services of a professional editor as an investment in my personal publishing education. An editor will work with me to refine my manuscript; along the way I may discover that I overuse the passive voice, or that I have a favorite cliché.

      Let’s address the concerns and questions I hear the most:

      
        
        Q: Will the editor steal my work or my idea?

      

        

      
        A: No. These are trained professionals. They aren’t about to keep getting hired if they’re plagiarists and word in the writing community spreads fast when it comes to unethical behavior.

      

      

      
        
        Q: Will they rewrite my book, changing it so much that it’s no longer recognizable as mine?

      

        

      
        A: No. They will offer comments, corrections (to grammar, spelling, etc.) and suggestions, usually using the Track Changes feature in Word. It’s up to you, as the author, to accept or ignore any suggestions. But understand this: the role of the editor is to improve your manuscript, to help you polish it until it shines. It’s never to dismantle or revise. That’s your job.

      

      

      
        
        Q: Is hiring an editor expensive?

      

        

      
        A: Editing rates vary widely based on the type of service provided, how “clean” your manuscript is, e.g., does it need a light touch or a complete overhaul, experience (a seasoned pro may charge more than someone building a portfolio), and the complexity of the manuscript, for instance, the amount of fact-checking involved. Most editors base their fee on word count, meaning a 50,000-word manuscript will cost you significantly less than one that clocks in at 85,000 words. Your contract should spell out the cost, as well as the timeline for return, so there are no surprises on either side. Unless you have a prior relationship, expect to pay a deposit of up to 50% on signing, with the balance due on completion.

      

      

      
        
        Q: Where do I find an editor?

      

        

      
        A: I’ve included links to editorial associations (#AR), but if you can get a referral from a fellow writer, that’s the best place to start. Realize, however, that a good editor is like a good renovator. The best ones aren’t usually sitting around waiting for a call, and you may have to wait a month or more. If you’re still fine-tuning your work, start your search now, vs. later. If your book is ready and your editor of choice isn’t, resist the urge to keep tinkering with the manuscript and take the time to get started on your self-publishing to-do list.

      

      

      
        
        Types of Editing

      

      

      There are differences in the types of service editors provide. Before you hire anyone, it’s important to understand the nuances of each.

      
        
        Developmental Editing

      

      

      Also known as substantive or content editing, developmental editing is the first step of the editing process, focusing on big picture story elements. The developmental editor will also assess and shape draft material to improve flow and organization by revising or reordering content and clarifying arc of action, plot, characters, and/or thematic elements. This type of editing is especially invaluable for first-time authors who may be struggling with story structure, but it can be helpful to authors at any stage of their writing career.

      
        
        Line Editing

      

      

      Also known as stylistic editing, the line editor concentrates on coherence and flow, eliminating jargon, clichés, and euphemisms, while adjusting the length and structure of sentences and paragraphs, and establishing or maintaining the overall mood, style, or voice. While line editing is often used as a standalone, the narrower small picture focus can be very effective after a round of developmental editing. This “double duty” approach is the one I personally use for my works of mystery fiction.

      
        
        Copy Editing

      

      

      Ideally combined with line editing, the copy editor checks spelling, grammar, punctuation, and usage, and ensures consistency in character names, places, descriptions, and other details. Copy editing also covers fact checking and/or obtaining or listing permissions needed (e.g., use of song lyrics or trademarked products). If you can only afford one round of editing, this may be your best option.

      
        
        Proofreading

      

      

      Not to be underestimated, proofreading is the final step to catch errors (typos, punctuation, misplaced or missing modifiers, proper capitalization, consistency, and verb or tense usage) and ensure adherence to style. A proofreader will find glitches that made it past all your readers and the editors.

      Note: This is not the time to revise or rewrite.

      
        
        *Pro Tip: If you can’t afford a proofreader (and even if you’ve hired one), print your manuscript and read it as you would in paperback format before publishing. You’ll be amazed at the things that pop out at you that are missed when reading on a computer. Even better, order an author copy to read in actual paperback format. (More on author copies later.)

      

      

      Still not sure which type of editing you should invest in? Most editors will provide a complimentary or modestly priced sample edit of a few pages, allowing both parties the opportunity to evaluate the relationship before signing a formal contract. I’d recommend taking this step before signing on the dotted line. And as with anyone you’d hire, it’s wise to check references.

      
        
        Social Media Platforms

      

      

      It’s never too early to start building your social media platform, but if you’re about to publish your first book and haven’t yet started, now’s the time. You don’t have to be on every platform, but you will need to do your research because social media options and optics are ever-changing. Do your books cater to teens and tweens, or older adults? What site is your target demographic most likely to follow? What are their expectations? Video clips or reels? Photo collages? Book reviews? Pictures of your dog? How often should you post? Find a lane (or lanes) where you feel comfortable sharing pieces of yourself—at least as it pertains to writing and books. The more you drill down into what works and what doesn’t, the more successful you’ll be at building your own following.

      Social media isn’t a one-way street. To be successful, you’ll need to be a good member of the literary community. It’s important to follow and tag writing associations you’re affiliated with, as well as other authors—not just the big names or award winners, but those who, like you, may be just starting out. Share, comment, and like others’ posts. Learn about hashtags (the best way to do this is by studying others).

      I’ll delve into social media platforms more in the “Publicity & Marketing” section. In the meantime, it’s time to define (or redefine) your online presence. Which brings us to…

      
        
        Building a Website (#AR)

      

      

      Ideally, you’ll have built a website, however rudimentary, before you’re ready to self-publish your book. If you haven’t, there’s no time like the present.

      You could hire a website developer or use one of the many do-it-yourself website builders. The fun part will be coming up with and registering your domain name. Ideally, a domain name will be your name (plus an extension like .com), but if you have a common first and last name, you’ll have to get more creative. That’s okay, but don’t get so creative you lose your identity. JaneDoeCozyAuthor.com could work, whereas CozyAuthorJane.com could be anyone.

      Now let’s look at your options:

      
        
        Hire a developer

      

      

      Probably the easiest approach, it will also be the most expensive. If you do choose to hire a website developer, it’s important to fully understand what the process will entail. Do you want to be able to add content yourself? If so, will you have complete or partial control of the website once it’s built? Do you want to update and add content quickly and easily yourself?  If not, will the developer be posting content for you? What will their responsibilities be?  What’s included in your web developer services will vary from one provider to the next. Some offer a set number of maintenance hours in your monthly or annual fee, with work over and above offered at an hourly rate, while others charge on a cost-per-change basis. Many web developers are open to negotiation and could be available in the future should you need additional guidance.

      The fine print is important. Define your goals and get them in writing, whether you want to be completely hands-off, want to take complete charge once the basic structure is set up, and everything in between. Dates, deadlines, and dollars should be spelled out in the terms of your contract.

      
        
        DIY Approach

      

      

      The second, less expensive, but more time-consuming, option is to use a do-it-yourself website builder. (Don’t worry, you won’t need to turn into a techie). And while this is a DIY approach, the end result doesn’t need to look amateurish.

      Choosing the website builder best suited to you depends on your wants and needs. Start by visiting the websites of authors who write in the same genre as you, and of authors whose work you admire, but again, don’t just go with the big names. Check out online bookstores for novels in your genre written by lesser-known authors, then check out their websites as well. Chances are, they’ve gone the DIY route for the same reasons you might.

      Some websites will include a notation with the theme and builder, which is helpful if you like one particular look (every website builder offers a variety of themes—templates you can build on). For example, my website, www.judypenzsheluk.com, includes “Designed by Elegant Themes/Powered by WordPress” in the footer.

      Next, make a wish list of the things you’d like to see on your own website. Not everything needs to be done the first day you go live—it’s more than okay to start with a basic, functional website, just be sure that your selected theme and builder allow for future adaptions that align with your wish list.

      One important consideration (since it’s usually one or the other) is your website’s landing page—the page readers are taken to when entering your URL. If you’re planning to incorporate a blog, do you want a home (welcome) page separate from your blog? Or do you prefer that readers land directly on your most recent post? You should also decide whether you’ll be using your website as an e-commerce site, selling books and any related merchandise direct to consumer.

      The good news is that most website builders offer free trial accounts. Take advantage of that opportunity, and don’t worry while you test out various options—your website won’t be live until it’s activated, so no one will be able to see it but you as you play with getting it right.

      Another consideration is what the website builder offers in terms of registering your domain name and website hosting options. Prices vary for website hosting, so shop around. Keep in mind, there’s usually a deal to be made if you’re a new customer (including free domain name registration). Website hosting is typically billed on an annual basis. Regardless of the deal you make, be sure to review the renewal rates, since these can escalate significantly over time. You’ll also want to select a host that offers 24/7 technical support via phone and chat. Trust me, when something goes wrong, you want to know that someone will be available to help you fix it quickly. The last thing you want is to lose sales or visitors because of technical difficulties.

      Feeling daunted? The internet is your friend when it comes to researching what’s out there, and trustworthy comparisons by industry professionals are a great way to understand the pros and cons of the various services.

      
        
        Author Bio

      

      

      Your author bio will be used in many ways. Inside your book. On your website. On promotional materials like press releases or blog posts. In conference catalogs or newspaper articles. It may also be requested when it’s time to upload your book for retail or wholesale distribution. In other words, it’s important.

      Bios are always written in the third person, e.g., A former journalist and magazine editor, Judy Penz Sheluk is… vs. I am a former journalist and magazine editor. They should also be succinct (no more than two paragraphs) and relevant, including as much as possible of the following points:

      
        	Recent writing-related publications and/or positions.

        	Expertise in the field of your book (this is especially applicable to non-fiction).

        	Memberships in any writing associations or organizations.

        	A minor personal detail, e.g., She lives in North Carolina with her husband and two children. If your book is a memoir, you would expand on that by adding something along the lines of, BOOK TITLE is based on her childhood life on the road with her father, an itinerant musician.


        	Website URL.

      

      Of course, not everyone has writing-related publications, and that’s okay. Here’s an example of how to keep it simple:

      
        
        Jane Doe is the author of BOOK TITLE and an avid reader of fantasy novels. A member of Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers Association, Jane lives in North Carolina with her husband and two children. Find out more about her at www.janedoe.com.

      

      

      
        
        Author Photo

      

      

      You’ll use this for many things: your website, inside your book, guest blogs, newspaper articles, conference catalogs…the list goes on. A professional headshot or series of photos is a worthwhile investment, and while you want to put your best face forward, ask them to go easy on the filters and photoshopping. The idea is to be recognized from your author photo.

      And there you have it—behind the scenes of self-publishing in a nutshell. You’ve dipped your toe. Are you ready to jump in with both feet?
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