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Meet the author


Welcome to Get Started in Creative Writing!


I’m guessing that the fact you are reading this book means you are now serious about your writing. I’m guessing too, that the fact you have taken the time to read this book rather than just leaping in to begin your novel or poetry collection means that you are not a brash type, over-burdened with self-belief and confidence. In fact, I imagine that the opposite is true. You already doubt yourself, wondering if you really have anything original to say or any way to properly express it. This self-doubt is one major reason you have put off doing anything with your writing until now. I know this. I’ve felt this too. We all have.


This feeling that you might not have any actual talent is one you share with nearly every writer, however successful they are. It’s one of the things that marks you out as being a writer. Writers are quite horribly insecure: always unwilling to believe that they have written something worthwhile and at the same time touchy about criticism. Writing is a kind of emotional bungee jumping. We plunge into the depths and bounce back again higher than we thought possible, before falling to earth again. And, like bungee jumping, it’s terrifying and exhilarating all at the same time.


But you have already taken an important step on the road to becoming the very best writer you can be. You have decided to enlist some help.


Some of your friends have probably tried to put you off reading a book like this (assuming that any of your friends know that you want to write – so many new writers keep it a secret, not wanting to be thought weird or that they are somehow ‘getting above themselves’). ‘You can’t teach writing,’ they say. ‘Writers are born, not made.’ And there is truth in that. The urge to write, and the determination to keep at it in spite of all the distractions that life puts in the way, has to be dredged from somewhere within you and no one can teach that. Though it gets easier with practice. The desire to improve is probably innate too. And you have already proved you have got that because you have bought or borrowed this book.


Get Started in Creative Writing is designed to save you time. It’s a guide to the short cuts that you might miss if you were travelling what can be a lonely road entirely on your own.


But Get Started in Creative Writing is not a literary sat nav. It can’t guide you to publication, fame and fortune in easy mechanically voiced steps. There’s nothing contained within the pages of this book that you couldn’t find out for yourself, but it might take you years of painful trial and error with many, many discouraging knock-backs along the way. You’ll get some of those anyway – discouraging knock-backs are part of the process of becoming a fully realized human being, never mind becoming a writer – but this book will, I hope, mean that you skirt around the more obvious pitfalls, while honing a style that is uniquely yours.


What I have tried to do in Get Started in Creative Writing is to distil some of the best advice from writers who have between them spent many, many thousands of hours thinking about, talking about, and teaching writing.


I have drawn on the practical guidance of hundreds of writers in all genres and at all stages in their writing career. Some have given exercises which can be used to develop your skills and confidence. There are 100 practical exercises to generate ideas and professional tips from some of the best in the contemporary writing world. There are also various simple tests designed to test your fluency and confidence in any aspect of writing. And there is now support and help on the web too.


I have also, of course, drawn on my own background and practice as a struggling writer, as well as my time as a teacher. There are many exercises of my own which have sprung from my thinking about what might help a new writer who is unsure of the direction in which their writing may take them. And you can be sure that everything I have written is from the heart and tested by experience.


It is not necessary to do every exercise in order to benefit from this book. Nor is it necessary to do them in sequence. Equally, you might want to do those exercises that you personally find particularly useful several times. Some might become part of your daily practice. I hope so. In fact, though I use the word ‘exercise’ throughout, you might prefer to think of them as ‘games’ or ways into writing. Also, at the end of each chapter there are key facts, which you might find particularly useful to carry with you as you go through the course.


Writing is hard work, but it shouldn’t feel like a slog. You should feel joy and pride too. The exercises here are workouts that will help you put on writing muscle, but they are fun too. I’d like to think that many of these exercises are suitable for more than the one genre. An exercise that works especially well for blossoming screenwriters, may also work for playwrights and novelists. Be creative and feel free to plot your own path through this book.


Get Started in Creative Writing is intended to give you a chance to attempt all the major forms of writing, and to provide you with the information you need to do this in an enjoyable way. Whether you decide that you are a poet, a short story writer, a novelist, a children’s writer, a playwright, a screenwriter, a journalist, a blogger or any combination of these, then I hope this book will prove a useful and enjoyable companion. Whether you see writing as a hobby, as a way of passing on your memories or as a way of earning a living in the future, Get Started in Creative Writing should give you the building blocks you need. And I’m always interested in hearing from new writers, so feel free to get in touch via my website www.sdmay.com with your feedback or your own stories of your writing life.


The first edition of this book was written over ten years ago by the novelist and poet Dianne Doubtfire, and I’m indebted to her for her groundwork, just as I am to her former student, Ian Burton, who picked up the baton for subsequent editions. Some of their exercises remain. And of course I’d like to thank all the writers and students who helped provide material. Some did this directly, in the form of exercises, and others helped through informal conversations about writing, which were then transmuted into the substance of this book.


Good luck!


Stephen May





1: Only got a minute?



Forget what they say. Writing is easy. It is.


Unlike learning to play a musical instrument, writing does not demand hours and hours of repetitive practice every day. Neither does it demand expensive equipment. And unlike learning a foreign language you don’t need to go abroad or find someone else to practise with.


All you need to write is a pen, some paper and a place to go. And it doesn’t need to be a particularly quiet or private place. You can write on the tube, on the bus, in a café, during breaks at work, in bed. You can write during stolen moments at work, or after the kids have gone to bed. Writing in a car is perhaps not to be recommended, but even while driving there are ways of going about it. You can speak into a Dictaphone or MPS player. Or you can record your thoughts into a phone.


You don’t need to be in perfect health or even physically fit. You don’t have to have a degree or even a GCSE. You don’t have to be young. You don’t have to be good-looking. You don’t have to be a certain age or a certain social class. Writing is completely democratic.


You just need to have something to say.





5: Only got five minutes?



Creative writing is easy, natural, healthy, sociable, cheap and accessible. Writing is easy because most people are educated enough to put thoughts down on paper. It is natural because to want to make sense of our lives and times is what makes us human. It is good for you because to seek to understand the world around us is to begin to change it. People who write live longer, more fulfilled lives than those who don’t. This is because we are already turning our dreams into realities. Writing is sociable because writers gather in groups and classes in addition to working alone. Plus we collect stories from family members, workmates, passers-by and people in pubs, cafés and churches. We can’t help getting involved in the lives of others even if we work on the material we gather on our own.


The only reason not to write is if you simply want to get rich. You shouldn’t write for the money because, generally speaking, there isn’t any. Yes, I know that J. K. Rowling, John Grisham, Dan Brown and a hundred others have got rich through writing, but that isn’t why they do it. The money is a bonus. They’d do it anyway. They write because they have something to say. In fact, more than this, they write because they have a compulsion. An itch that they have to scratch. You should write because, if you’re a writer, you’ll always be vaguely miserable (and a pain to be with) if you don’t.


If that describes you, then you might as well just get on with it. But think hard about what it is you are trying to say. There are lots of books, plays, poems and scripts out there already. Why should anyone read yours? What have you got to say that adds to the huge canon of work already created?


Sometimes it will feel like there are too many writers in the world and far too few readers. You can feel like a beggar endlessly sleeve-tugging at disinterested passers-by. Writers are unique among artists because of their symbiotic relationship with individual readers. They must somehow entice readers to pick up their work and spend time with it alone, despite all the many competing pressures that might come from family, work, computer games or TV.


That can be hard. But if you work at your craft, and always remember that your stories have the same validity as anyone else’s, then you will get noticed. And, although a writer needs readers, and these can be hard to find, you don’t need very many. A few people genuinely looking forward to your next piece. That’s enough. That’s all you need.


Of course if you can’t take criticism or rejection then writing isn’t for you. All writers must face rejection; it’s part of the job. It is much easier for editors and agents to say no, than to say yes and take a huge risk on something that may not work. After all, another writer will be along in less than a minute. So don’t be offended by people saying no to you.


In fact, actually being ignored – being rejected – is good for your writing too. You have to learn to write smarter, to grab the attention and not let it go. You develop guile and flair and stamina and, as the lightweights drop out, you stand more chance of getting the audience you deserve.


Finally, find a voice that is uniquely yours. Stick to it. Grow with it. Tell the stories that only you can tell and eventually doors will open.





10: Only got ten minutes?



One question you will have to answer when beginning to write creatively is: what kind of work is this? Is my idea, or story, best expressed as a poem? As a novel? A memoir? A play? A TV or film script? Obviously at this stage you may well want to experiment with all kinds of writing but, while I firmly believe that good writing is good writing is good writing, there are particular rules to each genre. And knowing these might save you time.



Poetry


A poem is a tightly structured exploration of a single powerful idea or image. The poet will use a variety of musical and linguistic devices to investigate their story and make it visible for the reader. A poet may or may not use rhyme, but will certainly use a range of rhythmic devices to give the work impact. These devices may echo at an invisible level the theme of the poem. Much of what is happening in a poem should be taking place below the waterline of the words. The words simply show a way in for the readers who then find in the gaps and silences a meaning for themselves.


Modern poetry is perhaps the most ignored of all the arts and yet it thrives in a vigorous sub-culture of readings, competitions, small magazines and on the net, and is promoted by a number of energetic independent publishers. Mainstream publishers like Faber and Faber and Jonathan Cape continue to support poetry, though not with the vigour of past decades. This is largely because it makes no money: neither for the poets nor for the publishers.


Good modern poets include Neil Rollinson, Ros Barber, Sharon Olds, Seamus Heaney, Simon Armitage, Carol Ann Duffy, Leanne O’Sullivan, Fiona Sampson, John Burnside, Kathleen Jamie, Jen Hadfield, Jacob Polley, Penelope Shuttle, Graham Mort, Kate Bingham, Fleur Adcock, Alan Brownjohn, Elizabeth Alexander, Clare Pollard and Selima Hill.



Novels


Unlike poetry, novels have not been with us that long in historical terms. Daniel Defoe was one of the first novelists, and with his work Moll Flanders (1722) he seemed to establish the template for all future novels. Moll Flanders is the tale of the eponymous heroine’s journey from desperate beginnings to a life of virtue, via spells as a prostitute, a thief and a con-artist. Along the way most of those who have contact with Moll either abuse her, or are abused by her. This early novel is entirely modern in mixing a page-turning plot with insights into the foibles of contemporary life. Defoe doubtless drew on his own incredibly varied life experiences, but was also using his considerable powers of invention. A novel is not the simple retelling of the author’s life.


Whether a novel is a literary work (essentially a book that seeks to entertain and enrich through its use of language as well as by its story), or a more straightforward genre novel (crime, thriller, romance, chick-lit, historical drama), it will be driven by strong characters in conflict with one another, or with the life they are forced to lead. A novel – of whatever type – will be propelled by its story. Characters, however richly imagined, will need to actually do things for your readers to stay interested. It seems obvious but it’s actually far harder to pull off than you might think.


For good, ambitious, modern novelists try Jill Dawson, Tobias Hill, John Banville, Deborah Levy, Christopher George, Monique Roffey, Sarah Hall, Zadie Smith, Marcel Theroux, Cormac McCarthy, Nick Hornby, Mavis Cheek, Martin Amis, Alan Warner and Suzanne Berne.



Plays


Writers often make the mistake of thinking plays are about speeches. They are not. They are not even about words really. The dialogue in a play exists to give actors something to do, rather than something to say. Plays are about characters forced to act because of pressures from their own nature, or because of outside events.


A common fault of new playwrights is to over-write and to write on-the-nose or obvious dialogue. Drama is real life distilled to its essence and in real life, people rarely say what it is they really want for fear of ridicule or rejection. Increasingly too, modern playwrights and directors will want to explore the physicality of a drama, expressing action through inventive non-realistic physical action.


If you are interested in writing drama then make sure you see as much new work as you can. Your local theatre will probably have a few weeks set aside to promote new writing. Make the effort to get there and see what’s going on. And check out the work of newer writers such as Rebecca Lenkiewicz, Rona Munro, Roy Williams, Simon Stephens, Enda Walsh and Gregory Burke.



Screenwriting


All writing is a collaboration. Even if you are writing poetry there are editors suggesting changes. With film and television writing, the eventual product is the result of many minds working on a piece separately or together over many months or even years. All writing is rewriting too. Novels and autobiographies will go through several drafts supervised by agents and editors as well as authors, but in film and television this process is hugely elongated. Many, many hands will make their mark on a script before it is finally screened. The writer is far from being the most important figure in this process. The producer and director may well have much more clout. And with film and television production companies taking such huge financial risks, then the money people will also want their say.


The rules for film and television genres are more firmly fixed too. Screenwriting has become endangered as audiences desert TVs and cinemas for the pleasures of shopping and chatting to each other on the internet. And in a world where every programme and every film ever made is available more or less instantly via the PC, it is hard for new ideas to make an impact. However, there are also more outlets for work than ever before, so there are still opportunities for good new screenwriters.



Life-writing


A biography or memoir may be about real life, but it still requires creative writing skills. You may not want to put raw fiction into your piece but the process of selection and editing of facts, as well as the slippery business of memory itself, will mean your work will hardly be the definitive truth of a life. In any case you have the same duty to your readers to provide all the complex entertainment that any other form of writing does. Your audience deserve engaging stories, fully developed characters, absorbing prose and striking imagery. It can’t be any less worked on just because it’s the truth.


Whichever path you choose, if you are serious about writing then it is only right that you do your homework. Read other people’s work, especially that by new writers, and look outside the mainstream for exciting new talents. Check out who is being talked about on literary blogs and who is being published by the smaller publishers. Writing is about widening the horizons of the whole culture, so make sure yours are as broad as possible.





1


Why write?


In this chapter you will learn:




	
some motivations for writing



	
how writing helps make sense of living



	
how to begin



	
what you will need.






 


Why did I write? Because I found life unsatisfactory.


Tennessee Williams



Writing is easy


More or less every adult in this country can write. Despite what we read and hear, teachers are not doing so bad a job that many pupils leave school illiterate. Most of us can fashion a sentence, however clumsily. In addition, many people who would never consider themselves to be writers can use words very well. Think of the people you know at work, or among your friends and family, who are natural storytellers – people who can hold a group enthralled with a vivid account of something that happened to them, or who can get a room to explode in laughter with a quick one-liner. There is every likelihood that you know many people who are famed among their peers for their skill with words, and not one of them would consider themselves to be a writer. There are people whose emails or texts are a joy to read because they have a special colour with which they use language, even if it is dealing with something really quite dull.


The famous Czech writer Franz Kafka had a day-job as an insurance clerk but by all accounts, his reports and minutes were eagerly awaited by his colleagues because of their dry humour and elegant phrasing.





Insight


Maybe you are one of these people too. Maybe you are someone who enjoys telling stories, or who gets a buzz from putting words in the right order; someone who delights in entertaining, informing and surprising friends, family and colleagues with words.





 





Exercise 1


Write down in one sentence (no more than 30 words) why it is that you want to write.






Writing is natural


The philosopher Socrates said ‘The unexamined life is not worth living’ and his words, as transcribed by Plato, have survived for several thousand years, so he knew what he was talking about. We live busy lives at a frantic pace. There often doesn’t seem time just to ‘stand and stare’ as the poet W. H. Davies put it.


We spend so much of our time firefighting – reacting to events – that we leave ourselves little time to investigate the causes of all the small blazes in our lives. Why do we do the things we do? Why do we often feel hurt, neglected or sad? How can we be better parents, children, companions or lovers? How can we make sense of a world that contains 6 billion people? What is the point of it all?





Insight


Surely at least part of the point of life is to decide who we are and then to try and become that person? And how can we do that if we don’t try and express our own unique way of seeing the world?





For some people their natural mode of self-expression will be one of the other arts. They will form a band, or join a choir. They might take photographs or paint. Others will want to act or make films or create conceptual art. Still others will find that the extraordinary advances in digital technology will lead them down pathways to self-expression that didn’t even exist ten years ago. But more and more of us, even in a digital world, want to use one of the oldest and simplest forms of self-expression. We want to tell stories. We want to tell our own stories or make up new ones. We want to transform our own existence into words that will delight, entertain, amuse or even horrify others.


The great English poet Ted Hughes believed that all these words had value. He believed that they all added to the ‘sacred book of the tribe’. Our individual attempts to make sense of our lives contribute to the way humanity itself discovers its nature and purpose. In this sense at least, everyone’s story has equal value.


The beauty of the written word, as opposed to the spoken word in film and television, is that it invites you to linger. Film and television writing moves on at an ever faster pace, as the techniques and technology of editing develop. But a book or a poem allows the reader to choose the pace at which a story unfolds. We can immediately revisit passages that we especially like, take our time to unravel anything that we find obscure or difficult. But plays, films and television have their place in making sense of the world and we’ll cover those art forms too, later in this book.



Creative writing is good for you


Writing is a good way to reduce stress and relieve depression. Simply writing troubles down makes them seem more manageable. Reliving past traumas on the page can reduce their power to haunt. Writing is a way of taking control over your life. Therapy might not be your primary motivation for becoming a writer, but writing is certainly an effective way of keeping anxiety at bay. In fact, I can say that if you write regularly you will look and feel better without even needing to get up from your chair! It is that powerful a magic.



CREATIVE WRITING IS SOCIABLE


This might seem an odd thing to say: the usual image of a writer is someone who is solitary, a hermit. And it is true that in order to write successfully you need to have the ability and the discipline to shut yourself off in a room on your own. But writers also form a community and as we begin to take our work more seriously, the more important that community will be to us.


Of course a lot of writers work with others anyway. Film and television writers are working with a whole army of collaborators from the director to the stylist, from the producer to the gaffer’s grip-boy (whatever that is)!


Playwrights work even more closely with the directors and actors. But even for poets and novelists the need for peer support can be incredibly important. As you become more confident with your writing you will probably want to join a local group of fellow writers. You will want to find supportive but candid friends who can act as first readers and trusted guides. You will also find personal benefits in providing this service for other people. You might want to attend intensive residential courses like those run by the Arvon Foundation. You might even end up deciding to undertake an MA in Creative Writing. But whatever paths writing leads you down you are bound to end up meeting like-minded people who are stimulating – sometimes infuriating – to be around. I’ll write at greater length about the writing community in Chapter 20, ‘Moving on’.





Exercise 2


Using the library, the internet or the local press, find out if there are any writing groups nearby. Get the contact numbers and call them to see how they work and whether they would be suitable for you to join.






CREATIVE WRITING IS CHEAP AND ACCESSIBLE


If you want to be a top sports pro it is unlikely that you are going to be able to get one-to-one tuition from the very best players and coaches. Even if you could afford it, how would you persuade someone like Andy Murray to give you a series of private lessons? He’s a busy man! And the same is true of many other arts too. But in the field of creative writing your perfect mentors are always around, always available. If you use your public library then your favourite authors are there, they are free, and they are present for as long as you need them. There is absolutely nothing to stop you spending weeks locked up alone with Tolstoy, or with Philip Roth, Sharon Olds, Sylvia Plath, Jackie Collins or Woody Allen.





Insight


Whoever your inspiration is then they are waiting for you. Dead or alive, mad or bad, the greatest writers are available as your guides. You don’t have to rely on YouTube or on grainy footage of long-lost champions in order to study technique; you can bring their work home with you and focus on it in microscopic detail in your own home and in your own time. How-To books like this one are useful but by no means essential.





 





Exercise 3


Make a short list of the writers whose works you have found most inspiring. Now make sure that you fit in a trip to the public library when you next go shopping and take out some of their work. Reacquaint yourself with your heroes.





 





Exercise 4


This is about trying to find some new heroes. Ask around among your friends, family and work colleagues for examples of writing that they have found particularly impressive. When you return your heroes to the library, make sure you replace them with some writing that has been recommended to you. Reading, more than anything else, is what will help you to improve as a writer. Reading good work carefully is the fastest way to see visible developments in your own writing life. And it helps to have an open mind and a willingness to experiment in your reading tastes too. Try not to be too dismissive of work you see being championed in the press or on television. On the other hand, reading something and then thinking, ‘I could do better than that’ is a perfectly legitimate response. It can be very inspiring to find some writer who has legions of admirers but who you think is not actually such hot stuff. That’s fine. I’d keep it to yourself for a little while, however!






CREATIVE WRITING IS A FAMILY AFFAIR


Writing creatively is a good way to get and stay close to your family. Older family members may well have interesting stories and family secrets that can act as springboards for your own work. Your children and other younger relatives may want to know about the stories that you can tell. Very young children, of course, love stories, whether real or imagined, and are a very good and truthful audience.





Insight


If you are open about your writing you might quickly find that it grows into a family project with people regularly asking you for bulletins as to how the work is progressing. This can be a good motivation for carrying on with it.





 





Exercise 5


Ask someone in your extended family for a story that they haven’t told you before. They don’t have to be convinced that it is entirely true, it could be some kind of family legend from the distant past. Take notes and put them in a drawer to be worked on later.






Finding time to write


Everyone has time to write. It might be that something else will have to go (a favourite television show, staying late at the office, looking for eBay bargains, reading the paper – writers make sacrifices, there’s no getting around this), but you’ll find the time to write if you want to badly enough. Suzanne Berne, the Orange prize-winning author of A Crime in the Neighborhood, wrote her first book having been determined to set aside at least five minutes a day in which to write. If she achieved at least her daily five minutes then she gave herself a little tick on her calendar. ‘After a little while,’ she says, ‘I became obsessed with giving myself a tick every day. And if you can somehow manage a page a day, that’s a novel in a year.’





Insight


If you write 1,000 words a day, that works out at a novel twice the length of Great Expectations every single year.





The double Carnegie medal-winning children’s author Berlie Doherty put a log on the fire after her children went to bed and wrote until the log burnt out. Serious writers, those who make a success of it, will make time.


However much or little you write, regularity is the most important thing. Suzanne Berne’s five minutes a day will achieve better results than a four-hour stretch every now and again. If you are really struggling to find time then try managing on seven hours’ sleep instead of eight. If this doesn’t work, then you have no choice: you have to get rid of the television. Nothing steals so much time, nor does it in so insidious a manner, as the television. You’ll also save the cost of the licence fee in the UK and any digital or cable subscriptions too. Which means that writing will already be paying off for you.



THE SECOND-BEST TIME


There’s a saying: ‘The best time to plant a tree is 20 years ago. The second-best time is now.’ Of course you should really have got down to writing before this. But you can’t do anything about that. Don’t fret. Let it go.


Writing is one of those things that you can begin at any age. I’ve already mentioned that it doesn’t require physical fitness, youth or even good health. Don’t worry that some publishers seem to be like pop impresarios these days, always looking for a moody-looking teenager with a wild haircut and astonishing cheekbones; that some of them seem to regard their job as a branch of showbiz. We know otherwise and so do readers.


You have got to have lived a bit, and looked and listened a lot, before you have enough to say. Everything that has happened to you up to now is your material. The older you are the more material you have to draw on. You are in a better position than someone just out of college. Wordsworth described writing as ‘experience recollected in tranquillity’. And so the more experience you have the better. You just need to make sure that you can find those moments of tranquillity!



A word about technology


You don’t need a laptop to be a writer. And having one doesn’t make you a writer either.


A light, simple-to-use laptop might be very useful, but it is by no means essential. The great Californian crime writer Peter Plate once found himself facing students upset that a temporary power failure meant that the computers weren’t working in the building where he was conducting a writing class. His calm response made a powerful impression on me. He said, ‘Don’t confuse convenience with utility’. And with that he sent everyone off to write with a pencil.


Fewer people were interested in writing years ago and at least part of the reason was because it took a lot more physical effort to write using longhand or a typewriter. Writing was physical labour; words were almost literally wrenched from the writer. At any rate writers were very much connected to their words in a physical way.





Insight


Work on a PC looks deceptively finished at an early stage. Cut and paste facilities can trick you into believing that you are carrying out a serious edit when in fact you are merely moving inadequate material from one place to another.





Now, I’m not so much of a Luddite as to suggest that new writers should get rid of their PCs – for one thing the internet can be an important market for a writer as well as a valuable research tool – but we should all be aware that just because our work looks professionally solid in its beautiful font, it doesn’t mean that the writing itself is any good. The comfort that modern technology brings means that we have to be strict with ourselves.


The next chapter explores how to find ideas and inspiration that will unlock your authentic voice and so begin to create the writing that is distinctively yours, but before that here is a simple exercise that helps you realize just how subtle great writing can be.





Exercise 6


Go to a book you love. Open it at random and copy out a paragraph. That’s it. (Poets will want to copy out a poem.) Repeat this process two or three times with different books. It will give you a physical sense of how that writing was built up. Teachers of other art forms, such as music or painting, are very keen on getting practitioners to copy before they move on to original modes of expression. For obvious reasons writers haven’t intentionally copied other people’s work since the invention of the printing press. But a small taste of it in this way can be quite helpful in bringing you close to the rhythm and pulse of your favourite writers. It’s a way of giving you a physical sense of how they go about building effective passages of writing.
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