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A LITTLE NOTE


Happiness. I think we often assume it’s just around the corner, in the hands of others, or only for a chosen category of people. The beautiful thing is, it’s actually there for the taking, inside us all the time, bubbling away waiting to be embraced.


I began my own exploration into the nebulous subject of happiness because throughout my life I have had patches where I have felt quite the opposite of ‘happy’. Moments where I have stumbled into a darker territory – happy’s grey and spiky sister: depression.


I have always been interested in looking at the world from various angles and exploring different emotions and their boundaries, but perhaps, previously, in a naive and reckless way. I wanted excitement; I wanted the rollercoaster; and I wanted it all quick. I remember writing in an old diary that I was ‘prepared to experience it all’. I sprinted into joy without care or fear, and climbed as high as I could to get to it. Inevitably I would end up falling off a cliff edge on the other side to compensate for such highs, but I would quickly dust myself down and run at the next exciting hill. I admire my younger self for having such optimism and so little regard for anything negative that came my way but, my god, it was tiring.
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I, like many people out there, assumed that once I had achieved certain accolades, climbed up the career ladder and felt love from those around me, I would feel ‘happy’. Yes, there was happiness along the way, but my fast-paced, incautious way of living also led me to get hurt, feel empty at times and to live from my head rather than my heart.


Depression. Many of you will have experienced it or know someone who has. Maybe some of you have an inkling that you have dipped a toe into its murky waters, but have never really talked about it. It’s an incredibly private experience but one that it’s always better to share. I’ve never talked publicly about my own brush with depression before, as I feared it would make it bigger than it was, or that others would think I was being over-dramatic or attention-seeking. But now I think it’s time for me to share my experiences, as being honest with myself, and others, can only be a good thing and in turn might help others, too.


Within these pages you’ll hear me talk about what depression feels like for me, but you’ll also find lots of happiness. Each of us has our own perspective on what it represents and how it feels. Wherever you currently are on the happiness spectrum – whether you’re feeling down, okay or wonderful – I hope you can use this book to slow down, reflect and really engage with what those feelings are. For me, happiness and balance are about an open mind, an open heart and discipline. Nowadays, I like the simple things. Just give me fresh air, my kids’ laughter, a paintbrush, people to cook for, a clear sky and plenty of sleep: these are my new cravings. I still get to feel excited and rocket-man high about things, but I know what will really deliver that balance and bliss that I have always craved. It’s inevitable that we will all trudge through tough times, have to say goodbye to loved ones, beat ourselves up about things and make mistakes. Acceptance of this is key, as is the knowledge that ‘happiness’ is not a far-off destination that lives somewhere outside of YOU.


I’ve learned to get to grips with this, having spent so many years running far away from myself in search of it. I watched the sunset in many countries, climbed mountains, partied until the birds sang and did jobs that seemed so much bigger than me. I feel so lucky to have experienced these moments in my life, and fun and joy were definitely woven throughout them, but they weren’t teleporting me to the island of happiness like I had hoped. Depression made me step back, slow down and realise this in a rather harsh and devastating way. Although painful to recall and write about now, I’m glad. I’m sort of grateful that I had this turning point. These days, I’m still prone to this darkness, so I have to be mindful about how I deal with everything around me.


Over time, I’ve learned a few simple things to help keep me in my version of ‘happy’. These will be different for each of us, but I feel grateful for my own little list as it allows me to navigate back onto a smoother path when I find myself shunted off it. For example, painting ignites my inner dreamer as I put what’s in my head onto a canvas; cooking gives me a creative outlet that acts like meditation.


These are some of the tools that together make a huge difference to my life and outlook. This book will combine these elements and more to help quieten your mind – through little exercises and visualisations – and hopefully drench you in relaxation and calm. I believe writing things down can be a very powerful tool to grab hold of; one that has helped me over the years and continues to help me make sense of the chaos in my head and digest thoughts, fears and dreams. Many of the exercises in the book involve just that, and I really hope this tool can be helpful to you, too.


This book will share ways to release what’s going on inside your head and keep you trekking towards the good stuff. The simple stuff. The stuff that’s going to really hit up that happiness on a deep and nourishing level. Whether you dip into these pages every now and then when you feel the need, or use the book’s exercises for some daily positivity, I hope it brings you much relief, joy and calm.


Amen to the pen.
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As you are reading through this book, whenever you see this symbol refer back to this page and mark a dot in the colour which represents how you are feeling. You can then look back and see where your happiness setting has been for stretches of time. We don’t always take the time to notice how we are feeling each day as we are rushing through the tasks ahead. This reflection rainbow will help you to register where you are emotionally over a period of time.












FEARNE COTTON


HAPPY


TO JESSE, REX, HONEY, ARTHUR AND LOLA, FOR ALL THE HAPPINESS YOU BRING.
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HAPPY Not


I want to begin here because it’s ground zero: it explains why the subject of happiness is so important to me, and I hope it speaks to those of you who are struggling to find happiness right now.


This is the chapter I’ve been most fearful of writing, as delving back into this period of my life – that I can quite confidently describe as ‘the dark patch’ – makes me physically recoil. When I think of this time, my chest feels heavy and my throat tightens so it’s hard to breathe. I have wanted to block it out and pretend it didn’t happen, which isn’t conducive to accepting and making peace with it. As you’ll see when you read on, I think acceptance is a big part of awakening that inner happiness. So that’s what I’ll continue to strive for every day. I don’t want this dark patch to be part of my story, but it is, so I will try to make friends with ‘acceptance’ and keep on trucking.


MY WALTZ WITH THE DARKNESS


Depression. The big D. Not a word I say out loud a lot. If I ignored that period of my life and didn’t breathe life into it with words, then maybe it would just go away; dissipate into dust that would float off into the ether. But pretending a certain part of your story didn’t occur will only make it worse when something else in life reminds you unexpectedly of that time. You suddenly have to deal with all the emotional backlash without any warning or preparation. Making peace with your own backstory, and accepting that not all of it is good, is vital. Then, if you are dragged back into a memory or feeling from the past, your reaction will come from a calm place where you know you can cope.


I’m not quite there yet, and that’s okay. I’m in no rush as I am confident that I’m headed in the right direction no matter what speed I travel at. Maybe that’s also one reason I’m writing this book. It’s certainly one of the reasons I’ve decided to be honest about this part of my life. Writing down the truth may breathe life into the subject, which is terrifying, but it also allows me to understand it a lot more and not keep it all locked away like some gruesome, eager monster.


Being honest isn’t always easy, as you are instantly opening yourself up to judgement. It requires a certain amount of guts and, sometimes in life, that feels like a big effort; another reason why, until now, I haven’t talked about any of this. I haven’t had the energy to witness and process the array of possible reactions.


But being honest also allows me to share my story, which I hope will help some of you reading this and stop the subject of depression being such a taboo. Maybe you have experienced a similar situation in your life. Maybe you will simply enjoy jotting down your own notes and ideas on these pages. Maybe my words will help you retrieve your own, and in turn help you find the courage to share your own experience with others. That would feel like a really special transaction.
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THE CLOUD


Depression has many faces and can creep in at any speed. For some it’s hereditary and something they may have been warned about from a young age. My mother and grandmother both suffered with it to varying degrees, so I always knew how it could affect the joys of life. Sometimes depression will swamp your life after an incident that leaves you feeling lost or out of control; sometimes maybe there’s just no rhyme or reason. Mine was a whirlwind of all of these and that frenetic concoction meant it came in thick and fast.


I wasn’t even sure what I was going through at the time – all I knew was that I was walking through this thick mud that was making every step exhausting and debilitating. It can be tricky to know when you’ve crossed the line from feeling a bit blue to depression. Throughout my twenties, my blue moments were mostly linked to what every other twenty-something would be going through: break-ups, heartache, lack of confidence and generally feeling a bit lost. I had no previous reference point to gauge whether I had dipped my toe into depression’s treacle, or if I was merely feeling a bit down. In the end it was the length of time I felt stuck that rang alarm bells, and the fact I felt there was no hope of finding a way out.


Everyone’s physical and mental version of depression will differ but, for me, it was a cloud. A dark, ominous mountain of a cloud that made my heart sink when I looked at it. My inner light that used to shine so brightly had dimmed to being barely visible. The optimistic sunshine in my eyes had been replaced by a heaviness and my skin matched the drab grey of the giant cloud. I always used to look forward to what lay ahead, even something as simple as my morning coffee, but during this period nothing seemed hopeful.


It was hard to leave the house during this time but I was still needed at work on a daily basis. Due to the nature of my job I would put on a fake smile, walk out of the door, go into robot mode and get through what was needed. Most of the time it was like an out-of-body experience. Someone else was pushing the buttons and making things happen, as I certainly wasn’t capable of it. When my work was done, I could lift off the mask and privately fall apart. The tears would flow, followed by a feeling of complete numbness.


NUMB


Whenever I experienced this numb feeling I knew I was trapped. Have you ever noticed that the natural flow of life is to keep moving? We are always travelling from one experience and emotion to the next. We cannot sustain pure happiness or sorrow for huge lengths of time without the tiniest interval of something else. So the numbness alerted me to the fact that I was stuck, and stuck in a really shitty place, imprisoned in this thick fog with no way out. It was like a bland and blank page of nothingness.




HELLO TO . . . MUM


Writing this book has allowed a dialogue to open up between me and my mum. We have always been very close but for some reason hadn’t delved into an honest discussion about depression before. This book made me brave a chat about it that I had been subconsciously putting off, and knowing that depression has woven its way through generations of my family has allowed me to unpick my own experiences with more clarity and understanding. Mum’s honesty has been a huge help. Over to her . . .


“ I think it was Churchill who called his depression ‘the black dog’. I would call mine ‘the black pit’. This is what it feels like: being in a dark hole unable to pull yourself out of it. It’s not just sadness, it’s more than that. There is the feeling of worthlessness, the feeling of ‘what’s the point?’, being unable to concentrate, negative thoughts spinning out of control, etc. My mother had depression and anxiety and whether this is passed on through the generations, I don’t know. But I do know that my triggers include reading too much negative news – we hear bad news from all over the world instantly and I suppose you feel bombarded and powerless to help; the media seem to revel in reporting more bad stuff than good stuff. I spiral downwards when I see man’s inhumanity to man. I spiral downwards when I see how cruel humans are to defenseless animals – I support many animal charities and some of the stories I read are heartbreaking. I spiral downwards when I see how our planet is being exploited – it could all be so different. My defence mechanism is to shut myself off from it occasionally and give my brain a rest. I don’t think we are designed to know and cope with what is happening all over the world all the time. I try to be kind to myself, get into nature, walk, sleep, eat well and keep life as simple as I can. Trying to help others (humans and animals) also lifts me. I suppose I say to myself: ‘You have been here before, it will pass . . . tomorrow is another day.’ ”





Even my natural aptitude for gathering happiness from nostalgia was sucked dry. Everything felt quite dead, drained and shell-like. The only thing that would awaken me from this state was the shocking feeling of panic. My heartbeat would quicken and bile would rush to my throat. It was like waking up from a night’s sleep to find yourself running a marathon. It was disorientating and scary.


WHAT DOES BLACK FEEL LIKE?


We’ve all felt BLUE at some point. It’s inevitable. It could start from a tiny seed of worry or sorrow and snowball into a vast area of your life. It could be your go-to emotion as it feels safe and comforting. How could anyone hurt you if you’re already down? How could it get any worse? It’s far from the best comfort zone to slip into, as I have learned many a time. You will only attract more of that energy into this space as that’s the message you’re giving off to others – and if susceptible, it could lead you into feeling BLACK.


In my experience, feeling ‘black’ has a close alliance with fear. Not the type of fear that makes you alert and on guard, but the sort that can eradicate hope in one gulp. It swallows it up and spits out the remains, your dreams and hopes, in tatters.


The fear clingfilms your body and suffocates any confidence you had in yourself. This fear has a partner in crime, a shouty voice booming: ‘You’re ridiculous for believing you could fulfil your dreams! How selfish and arrogant of you.’


This lethal combination extracts all the innocence from your dreaming and stops you in your tracks. It has the power to draw up safely filed-away memories that make you flinch to retrieve. Memories you had filed under ‘horrific’, ‘embarrassing’, ‘full of shame’. It draws them up, projects them onto the forefront of your mind and illuminates them on a cinema-sized screen. This fear makes you believe you are defined by these moments and won’t let you forgive yourself for mistakes and dark times.


This black feeling is drenched in indifference and lethargy but has an inner electric edge that won’t let you relax. You’re asleep in body, but wired in mind: a toxic partnership that has no balance at all. You’re down the rabbit hole with no instructions on how to get out or find the light again.
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HELLO TO . . . MIND


I have been aware of Mind’s fantastic work for a long time and visited their head office a few years back. They are a fount of knowledge on mental health and a sturdy support network for many. I’m very grateful for their encouragement with my book and for this little chat I had with Paul Farmer, the CEO.


“ F: If someone out there thinks they are experiencing depression what should they be looking out for? What signs might point to a mental health issue?


P: Well, many of us will feel down from time to time, but you may notice at some stage in your life that you’ve actually been feeling low for a couple of weeks or more, or that the low feeling returns over and over again, which could mean that you’re potentially experiencing depression.


Symptoms of mental health problems vary from person to person, but there are some common symptoms of depression to look out for. Someone might feel restless, numb or helpless, lose interest in sex, sleep too much or too little, and gain no pleasure from things they used to enjoy. Those experiencing depression can often become disconnected from other people, so may find themselves withdrawing from contact with friends or family. At its most severe, someone may feel like there’s no point in the future, or even – in some cases – think about suicide; so it’s really important to recognise any symptoms as early as possible and seek out help to try to avoid this.


F: What is the first thing they should do if they want help?


P: Seeking help is absolutely one of the most important things to do if you feel like you’re experiencing a mental health problem. The first step is to speak to someone – it could be a friend or family member you trust, or speaking to your GP who can talk you through the support that’s available. We know that talking to your GP might seem a little daunting for some – an extra thing that you have to worry about – so Mind have produced a guide on how to speak to your GP about your mental health, which you can find on the Mind website mind.org.uk/findthewords.


F: How important is it to share your worries and fears with someone?


P: It’s really important to talk to the people close to you about how you’re feeling as having support systems in place, like a friend or family member to talk to, can be a huge help.


If you’ve talked through your mental health problems with someone in the past, it also makes it easier for people to pick up on changes in your behaviour and give you support should you need it again.


Talking about your worries, fears, or mental health is also the most powerful tool in breaking down the stigma that sometimes still surrounds mental health. Everyone has mental health, so it’s important for us to make sure that problems aren’t seen as anything to be ashamed of. At Mind, we strongly believe that this generation can be more open about mental health problems than any generation before.


F: What do you as a charity offer up to people who feel they might be going through a mental health issue?


P: Put simply, Mind provides both advice and support to empower anyone experiencing a mental health problem. As a charity we believe everyone experiencing a mental health problem should get both support and respect, and therefore we offer a variety of services to people who feel they might be going through a mental health issue.


There is the Mind Infoline (0300 123 3393), which provides information on a range of topics, including types of mental health problems, where to get help, medication and alternative treatments. Mind also has its network of over 140 Local Minds, each offering unique services tailored to the needs of their community. Services include talking therapies, peer support, advocacy, crisis care, employment and housing support – so there should be something on offer to suit everyone’s individual situation and preference.


Mind also produces information booklets and runs an online forum for people to discuss their problems and possible solutions with others who are going through similar experiences called Elefriends (elefriends.org.uk).


We’d encourage everyone to look on our website (mind.org.uk) if you want to find out more as it really does have a vast amount of information and resources on it – including an A–Z of mental health and blog posts and podcasts where you can listen to people describing their own experiences of different mental health problems.


F: Why do you think some choose to shut off and not speak up when they’re struggling?


P: The fear of being judged or isolated. The way that some people potentially think and act about mental health can silence people at a time when they need support the most. It’s important that everyone feels able to talk about their mental health problems without fearing the attitudes of others.


There are things we can do as a society though to help change this. Mind run a joint campaign with Rethink Mental Illness called ‘Time to Change’ that specifically works towards changing outlooks and behaviours, and have subsequently encouraged 95,000 individuals and organisations to pledge to end mental health stigma.


If someone you know doesn’t seem their normal selves and you’re concerned about them, for example if they have started avoiding social contact, it’s best to ask them how they’re feeling. It takes a lot for someone to say “I need help”, but it doesn’t hurt to raise the subject yourself. Sometimes you don’t have to explicitly talk about mental health to find out how they’re doing – it can be as simple as texting them to let them know you’re thinking of them, inviting them out for coffee or dinner or going for a walk. It can often be the little things that actually make a big difference to someone’s mental health. ”


Mind is a mental health charity that aims to help anyone experiencing a mental health problem.


Website: mind.org.uk. Info line: 0300 123 3393 (open 9am to 6pm, Monday to Friday – except for bank holidays). Email: info@mind.org.uk. To support the charity, visit mind.org.uk/get-involved.





TALK. TALK. TALK.


I was too drenched in this circle of sorrow and panic to notice what was really going on. A dear friend of mine suggested, quite insistently, that I see a doctor. Realising others could see something wasn’t right, I silently got in her car and met with the doctor who instantly saw what was up.


It was almost a relief to give it a name – perhaps it wasn’t all me and my thoughts; perhaps depression chose me and I had little choice in the matter. That made things a tiny weeny bit easier. Giving it a name made it feel like I was on loan to depression and I could now do whatever possible to get back to feeling like myself again.


I am very lucky that I love communicating and always have done but weirdly, at this point, the matter at hand felt too heavy to express. Deep down I knew it would help ease the pain and shame of it all so eventually I braved it and opened up about what I had been experiencing. A few very special people in my life provided an incredible ear and helped me feel like there would be a time when all of this would pass. Their belief in me and support made me feel safe and that’s a great start.
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My advice would be to pick carefully who you choose to talk to. Go with your gut. I made the mistake at one point of choosing someone whose strength of character and confidence seemed reassuring, but the person in question instantly shut down a dialogue that I thought might be a way out for me. I felt foolish for a long time, but I realise now that maybe I shouldn’t have burdened someone I didn’t have a long-standing relationship with. Save the big chats and honest words for people who you know have you in their hearts full-time. Whether that be to a friend who can talk to you, or a professional who can offer help. Speak up and be honest. Let them in and let them help you. Talking to people, the right people, is a gift, and one to be used when you know you need it. It’s integral to climbing this steep and treacherous mountain.


FIND YOUR TOOLS


For me, medication was advised as the next appropriate tool to help lift me out of the pit I had sunk into. I didn’t stay on medication for long, but for the short time I was taking it I managed to lift my head high enough to see the light again. The numbness was still there but I could sense happiness on a small scale, and smile and mean it. Once you get started, you can then find the momentum to roll, and that’s exactly what I did.


Everyone will have a different opinion on how to live with depression and may have their own personal preferences on how to deal with it. For me, medication was a last resort and one I used only momentarily, but I’m thankful for the gear change the medicine provided so I could then look with clarity for other options for the long term. Whatever feels right to you is the best way. Follow your gut.


Finding other methods to deal with what I feared in life, and how I perceivedmy own story, was now my new mission. First, I looked around at my life and worked out what needed to go. I had built up beliefs about myself, about others around me and about how the world worked that weren’t conducive to a healthy mental state long-term. This needed to change. This switch-up took time and felt strange at first, but it has led me to a place where I feel I can put my time and energy into the things I really care about. Being surrounded by positive people and feel-good activities that make me feel alive is very important to prevent my mind from wandering into any shadowy territory.


I also learned to recognise ways of thinking that can lead me to feeling blue. I now try to place far less importance on what everyone else thinks and says around me and instead focus on what I believe to be the truth. Something I still have to work on relentlessly. Sometimes I feel defined by my own story, forgetting that I am the one writing it, and I can get swamped by wondering how I fit into it all. Rather than just sitting happy in the NOW and knowing I’m okay, I can lean more towards worrying about mistakes I’ve made in the past and things I could have done differently. I have to deal with these ways of thinking; I can’t fight them, as they will only grow stronger. I have to replace them with new ways of viewing life.


Occasionally I’ll still jump off the high-board into the blue, and from there I can see the darkness just across the water, but with my new ways of thinking in place it’s much less likely that I’ll be dragged under the current. Learning what your triggers and weaknesses are is important, as you can then try to avoid certain situations or thought processes that you know lead you down a dark and gloomy path.
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ESCAPING THE BLACK


When you’re in the black, it feels endless. How will this giant cloud ever pass, and how will I not be affected by the memory of it? That’s where hard work and discipline comes into play. As soon as I remember, in a tiny chink of light, that everything has been okay before, and that I can experience happiness again, I can start to heave myself out. It takes one thought, one second, one moment or positive memory to act as a catalyst for the light to gradually seep in again. Shapes change, moods shift, lungs fill, feet shuffle and clouds start to part. Hope, joy, love and laughter: it’s all for the taking once you get your head in the right space.


The next step is not running head on into another loaded emotion too quickly. Sprinting full pelt into excitement or drama could be just as damaging, so I try to remember to take it slowly and not numb the feeling of ‘black’ by covering it with another heightened emotion. I let it flow naturally, however long that might take, and use building blocks of things I love to help climb that slippery flight of stairs.


THERE’S ROOM FOR IT ALL


My friend, Gerad Kite, uses a wonderful theory of the ‘Pendulum’. Gerad is an incredible acupuncturist who has studied Five Element acupuncture for over twenty years. This theory leads you to notice your own natural swing of emotions. Rather than swing with great force from one feeling to another, you can sit above it all, on the top of the Pendulum, and observe it unfolding. But neither should you try to stay in the middle of your pendulum and block out extreme emotions. We can all feel scared of getting too happy, as it’s often sidelined by the fear of that moment or good thing ceasing to exist. Fall into good times feeling safe, but knowing of course that it will have a natural end. The same with the darker times. All this too shall pass. If, like me, ‘blue’ or ‘black’ is one of your go-to states, let it come and pass naturally. Don’t get stuck in it for too long and don’t feel desperate to block it out or numb it with other feelings. There’s room for it all.




HELLO TO . . . GERAD


“ I have been working as a Five Element acupuncturist for almost thirty years and I am in the business of of helping people find balance in their lives. When we swing out of balance, symptoms – friendly messengers – emerge to tell us we’ve lost our footing and that we are getting sick. Throughout my career, I have noticed that no matter the physical symptom a person brings into the room – unhappiness quickly follows too. From the perspective of Five Element acupuncture all symptoms are indicators that we have lost internal balance.


When I originally trained as a psychotherapist, I was introduced to a therapeutic tool called the ‘Pendulum’. This simple but powerful image was given to help people find balance. Whenever we talk about finding balance we typically compare one state to another. ‘Am I working too hard or am I being lazy?’ ‘Am I partying too much or is my life as dull as dishwater?’ The other option on the table is the midpoint or the balancing point, i.e. working in moderation; leaving the party at 11pm to ensure a good night’s sleep. But if we’re honest, that sounds less appealing than the extremes of the pendulum swings.


But if we are to find real and lasting happiness in our lives we need to abandon our obsession with hunting the highs and resisting the lows and discover the hidden secrets of the ‘calm’.


The ‘calm’ is the natural balancing point of the pendulum swing. This should be our natural state; the highs and lows of life are places we can visit – but never remain. When we start to suffer or feel unhappy it is because we are stuck in the highs or the lows or swinging madly between both. The humble middle ground is the path to contentment and peace. Focus your attention there and your mood and body will follow suit. ”





Summary


TALK.


If you slip into the blue or indeed the black, don’t keep it in. Find someone you trust – friend or professional – and tell them about it.


FIND YOUR TOOLS.


Work out what facilitates unhappiness in your life and look at how you could eradicate any frameworks that allow it to creep in.


THERE’S ROOM FOR IT ALL.


Don’t panic if you feel unhappy. Let it come and go. Remember: all this too shall pass.


NOTHING VENTURED, NOTHING GAINED


Before I crack on with my story and the little things that have helped – and continue to help – me on my quest for happiness, take a look inside yourself and really gather what’s going on with you right now. Don’t be afraid to be honest. Take stock of how you’re feeling – only then can you understand where it is you want to go.
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