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For all the Irishwomen out there.


Be you born in Ireland, of Irish descent,
newly arrived, would-be Irish,
would-be women.


This book is a guide to how to reach your
full Irishwomanly potential.
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You’re Grand: The State of Mind


Irish women are awesome, and it’s well known that we’re terribly wise. And you’ve picked up this book because you want to know our secret. Welcome. You’ve come to the right place. Quite a few of us have been Irish women for ages and things have worked out pretty much OK.


Until now, there haven’t been a lot of Irish self-help books. In Ireland, there’s a perception that if you’re helping yourself, you must have too much free time on your hands. You must not be sound. Here, a ‘life path’ is the route that gets you safely over the mountain; a ‘life coach’ is one that doesn’t have to stop for petrol in Athlone. It’s simply not possible for us to not Sweat the Small Stuff, with glands the size of ours.


But what every Irishwoman instinctively knows is that, no matter how bad things get, sooner or later everything will be Grand. Even when it won’t. In fact, especially then. Simply asserting that “You’re Grand” puts you in a state of mind that instantly makes you feel better, even in the face of disaster, grief, or 800 years of oppression at the hand of a near neighbour. Irish women have lived through all of these. And we’re Grand. We really are very wise.


It’s high time we shared this state of mind, this wisdom – the secret to being Grand – with the rest of the world. If you aren’t feeling Grand just yet, even if you’re not yet sure quite what it means, this book will change your life.


Irish women have always been helpers. There has always been someone to save from some kind of cliff-related death, bankruptcy or soup-taking. But when it comes to helping ourselves, we get a bit flummoxed. We’re just not used to it. Something about all that irrepressible positivity makes us uncomfortable, so if we are going to read self-help books, we only read them on holidays. Like baguettes optimistically purchased in Paris, self-help books don’t travel back to Ireland well.


But wise and generous, Irish women certainly don’t mind passing on what we’ve learned about being Grand. We know that if we can be Grand after all the shite we’ve had to put up with, anyone can.


Other guides to life like The Secret will tell you that you can have whatever you want. Well, Irish women know that you can’t. Forget wishing and hoping and cutting things out of a magazine to manifest them: all that manifests is a holey magazine. That’s just wasteful. Other life-guides can also seem to suggest that if something goes wrong or a desire fails to manifest, you’re doing it wrong – you’re not being positive hard enough (or maybe you cut stuff out of the wrong magazine). Not this life-guide. Irish women would never be so foolhardy as to trust in a good outcome in the first place. We know that it actually doesn’t matter whether things turn out good or bad (most likely bad): either way we’ll be Grand.


To sum up, in terms of yet another famous life-guide, if French Women Don’t Get Fat, Irish Women Don’t Get Cold: we just put on a jumper and get on with it, perfectly Grand.


You’re Grand is the only life-guide you’ll ever need and the theories are much less makey-uppy than most of the rest of them. It’s an only-partly-makey-uppy journey through how Irish women have managed to not only survive but thrive during what really is an awful lot of nonsense by anyone’s standards.


Let’s face it, life can be miserable: well, misery always goes better with an Irishwoman around.


So if you’re an Irishwoman, or just want to be like one, or if you feel you need a reminder that everything will, in fact, be Grand, this is the book for you. And here’s the first secret: you’re already there. Everything is alright. You’re Grand.


Grand: The Meaning
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Irish women say they’re “Grand” about a million times a day. But let’s be clear, it doesn’t mean “fancy”: It simply means the bare bones of “fine”. In Ireland, the word “Grand” isn’t confined to ballrooms, candelabras or horsey types: it’s not elaborate, not highfalutin, just fine.


Now, I want you to say this aloud: Being fine is a fantastic aspiration. As an Irishwoman, you certainly wouldn’t ask for much more. That’d be taking the piss.


We’ll mainly be talking about ‘Grand’ in this sense, the sense of being calm, centred and at your most Irishly fine. Not great, but kind of OK. But just in case you’re still not clear on its meaning, here’s ‘Grand’ in context.
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SCENARIO:
 Paying at the Newsagent’s:




“Hello, Mary. How are you today?”


“I’m grand.”


“Oh dear. Just grand?”


“Yeah. I’m just after giving myself a paper cut on these Ireland’s Owns. But I’ll live.”


“They’re a hoor for the edges, alright.”





As you can see, Mary could be having a better day, but she hasn’t cut the hand off herself. There’s a pessimistic optimism at play. She is GRAND. So that’s what she says.


When used in conjunction with “You’re” – as in “You’re Grand” – grand can be very soothing. Reassuring. It means “Don’t worry about it.” Or “It’s not your fault.”


As in:
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“I’m sorry you got a paper cut when I handed you those Ireland’s Owns I should have turned them around.”


“Ah, you’re grand. Sure, they’re a hoor for the edges.”





[image: image]


If you still haven’t got the hang of it, don’t worry. It’ll soak in eventually, after years of putting up with stuff. Even people living in Ireland 20 years or more still think it means “splendid” or “great”, until contradicted by miserable faces and wet shoes.


Grand is at its most powerful when used in the face of complete devastation. Awfulness that cannot be reversed. You must still say you’re Grand. Your teeth may be gritted, but you must still say it. Written off your car? You’re Grand. Lost your winning Euromillions ticket? You’re Grand. Confined to your holiday bed with explosive diarrhoea? Still Grand.


It doesn’t change a thing, but saying you’re Grand somehow deepens your acceptance of a situation and brings you peace and contentment. Well, maybe not the contentment. But peace will do, won’t it? We could all use a little extra peace. Sometimes it’s just easier to go with the flow of the bad situation, and, as a result, the outcome will be the slow-dawning realisation that, actually, You’re Grand.


A Few Variations on the Grand Theme:






[image: image] GRAND OUT: Nothing to do with whether she’s indoors or out, an Irishwoman who is really pretty happy with how things are right now is said to be “Grand out”. E.g. curled up on the couch by the fire on a wet day, or not being told to be quiet.


[image: image] GRAND ALTOGETHER: Being Grand altogether might be being a bit too Grand. Approach such complacency with caution. An Irishwoman knows that things are probably about to go wrong again very soon and so – although things will ultimately be Grand – if she’s feeling “Grand altogether” she should be prepared for a knock.


[image: image] GRAHND: Say this in an English accent, with a bit of a sneer. This is Grand as the rest of the world knows it: fancy, posh, above one’s station. Not a good thing.


[image: image] THAT’S GRAND: This means “leave off the work there; it’ll do”. It means never, ever going the extra mile – you won’t get any thanks for it. You’ll only wear yourself out trying to excel, so one of the best things about being Grand is you can stop working on something as soon as you can get away with it; covering over cracks, not bothering to train for a job or event, insisting the fish is fresh and local even when the microwave can be heard pinging in the distance: all Grand. This immediately eliminates a lot of the stress experienced in other countries.


A word of caution: BEWARE if the vowel in “Grand” is extended. “I’m graaaaand.” Then the “A” has become sarcastic. The speaker is not Grand, far from it, and you’re probably somehow to blame – particularly if “I’m graaaaand” is followed by an uncomfortable silence. Run. Further: one of the most dangerous sounds that could possibly come from an Irishwoman is: “You’re graaaaand.” It means it is your fault, you know what you did and you should probably never have come into this newsagent’s in the first place.
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Grand Men
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Before we get too far into our journey, a quick word on our male counterparts. There will be accusations that any book focussed on women must be anti-men, and that men are awful and that we’re all locked in cupboards and that they did it. That absolutely isn’t the case. In fact, there’s nothing to suggest we can’t all be the best Irish women we can be, men included.


Irish men are also awesome. There have been misguided moments in their history – when they wouldn’t let us into pubs, for instance – but that’s over now. To be honest, if I could have a pub to myself, I’d probably take it too. Before that, we were all equally squished under British rule. Men shared our pain. In fact, some of the secrets in this book are secrets our fellas know too. Being Grand isn’t a solely female preserve. It’s just that Irish women have needed to put the secrets of being Grand into practice more often.


Even further back, in Ancient Times, Irish men held us up as goddesses and queens without our even having to ask. How cool is that? We really do have a lot to thank them for.


So when we say “they” in this book with regard to squishing or shushing or whatever, we’re not talking about men in general: we’re talking about gender-irrelevant bad apples who squished and shushed us because it suited them. Many of them happened to be men, but not you. We’re not talking about you. You’re Grand.


Nowadays, when Irish women go on one of our many protest marches, there are loads of men walking with us and they don’t seem to mind sharing the pubs at all. They even buy us the odd pint and let us buy one back. And they’re very handsome now they’ve started combing the hair since the recent demise of the cloth cap.


We love Irish men. Call us sexist for that if you like.
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What Makes An Irishwoman
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Like in Dana’s uncharacteristically inclusive Eurovision song, there are all kinds of Irish women these days. It’s a beautiful thing. We come in all colours, shapes, sizes, sexual orientations and – at long last – we’re beginning to hear transgender women’s voices. Hurrah! There’s plenty of room for all of us, since the Famine and constant emigration left a lot of space in the country. We might as well fill it up.


Wherever you’re originally from and no matter what your external manifestation, the broader guidelines for being Grand like an Irishwoman remain the same for all of us.


According to the rhyme, little girls are made from sugar and spice and all things nice. That just doesn’t work here: sugar and spice would dissolve too quickly in the rain, and we’re not nice. Awesome, yes. Nice, no.


Irish women – be they gay, straight, born here, born abroad, learning Irish, currently identifying as female – are made of the same stuff: hope, craic, waterproof material, turf, bacon products, limestone, iron and wool. No sugar, no spice and not a shamrock in sight. But every single one of us is absolutely Grand with that.


Sise
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The Irish word (Gaelic, foreign friends, is known as Irish here) for “herself” is sise. When pronounced correctly, it’s essentially someone saying “sh” twice in quick succession.


Try it: Sh-sh.


That’s it.


So even our own language indicated that we were to be seen and not heard, and then if we were to be seen it should only be while collecting eggs or partly obscured by a harp.


“Shh” is a sound that Irish women have heard a lot, until pretty recently:


Shh! Don’t get above your station or lose the run of yourself.


Shh! You’re not English.


Shh! Don’t tell anyone you’re pregnant: they’ll know you had sex.


Shh! Drink more quietly or they’ll know there’s a woman in this pub.


Shh! Raising your voice is unladylike.


Shh! I’m not supposed to give you this family planning information so you ain’t seen me, right?


Shh! No one needs to overhear your confession. You’re not saying anything juicy.


Shh! This is a funeral. Don’t be having too much craic.


Shh! Quiet there now, like a good girleen, and get me another drop o’ the black shtuff. None for you, though.


Amazingly for a group so gifted with the gab, Irish women have traditionally seemed to comply with this shushing, which really isn’t Grand. “Seemed to” being the operative words. As soon as we were out of earshot we’d be chatting up a storm and plotting our revenge.






[image: image] In case you didn’t know, the Irish word for “woman” is “bean” (pronounced “ban”) with the plural being “mná” (pronounced like a cat being put through a wood chipper). For such fascinating creatures, we really have been given ugly words to describe us.








How To Connect with Your Inner Grandness
(A MEDITATION)
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In order to connect with what you’re about to learn in as effective a way as possible, you’ll need to place yourself in the Grand state of mind. This will make you more receptive to the Grand as you proceed through the book.


Sit quietly in a darkened room with your shoes off and some gentle music or chanting in the background. This will immediately give you a sense of what it’s like to be a traditional Irishwoman. Breathe in and breathe out. Even when things are awful you’ll usually be able to do this part, so no harm having a bit of a practice now. Think of any problems you have. Let them come into your mind. See them. Feel them. Now, far from turning them into clouds and letting them dissipate, or visualising happy-coloured balloons that float away, let those worries get right up in your face – maybe they have terrifying, pointy teeth – before tying you into a giant knot of frustration and despair. Breathe in, breathe out. Sit there in your knot for a while. It will feel awful. But then, look down. Is there a puddle of mud under you? No, there isn’t. There’s no mud in your mind. So you’re Grand. This tiny bit of relief will cause you to stop struggling against the knot. You realise it’s not so tight after all, and that it’s actually giving you a bit of a yoga stretch. So you’re Grand. In the knotty stillness, from beyond the music or chanting and deep inside yourself, you begin to hear a rhythmic sound. It’s the sound of your heart. “Boom boom. Boom boom,” it says. But now, for perhaps the first time in your life, you realise what your heart is saying to you: “Boom boom. Boom boom. You’re Grand. You’re Grand.” Even when you’re under stress and your heart starts to beat faster, it’s just telling you You’re Grand at a faster rate and more times per minute at a time you might need to hear it a bit more often.


So, anytime you feel alone, sad or confused, be still, breathe in and breathe out and just listen: from deep in your own heart you’ll receive the only two words of wisdom you need. You’re Grand.
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A Grand Brief History


The problem with Irish history is that there’s just so fecking much of it. Too many dates and names and places – ugh. Who – apart from American relatives – has the time? So here’s a potted history of what’s happened to Irish women, events Grand and not so Grand, up to this point. If you like that kind of thing.
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PRE-HISTORY/ANCIENT TIMES: In the beginning, we were tiny, tiny people who lived in ring forts. We know we were tiny because when they reconstruct ring forts, the doors are very, very low. Seriously, Kylie Minogue would have to stoop to go into one, so it’s just as well she wasn’t around at the time.


If she were, though, there’d have been loads to take her mind off her great height. These were better-than-Grand times for women in Ireland. Although we had little more than cloaks and brooches, women were in charge! We were allowed to boss everyone about, even when it came to important stuff. We made good use of our power and had a great time doing it. That said, Queen Meadbh may have been the straw that broke the camel’s – or the bull’s – back by creating a mythological war over livestock. Her bad track record with cattle probably had a lot to do with our fall from grace, and subsequent overreliance on agriculture.


VIKINGS & NORMANS: Then came the Vikings (hot) and the Normans (classy, terrible name). Our downfall continued due to these conquerors being mostly blokes, and blokes with axes at that. There was also a rise in the numbers of holy fellas up and down the land, telling us to shush. A great shushening fell upon us. Our cards were marked and they were red: we were off the pitch. Benched wenches. This went on for literally Ages.


THE ENGLISH: were kind of mean to everybody in the past, regardless of gender, so instead of “800 years of oppression”, you could say we had 800 years of equality with our lads. Progressive.


There was a huge Famine – you’ve probably heard of it – known as the Great Famine. But it wasn’t great; it wasn’t even Grand. Our potatoes got blighted and we either starved or went to America. These really weren’t the most craic of times.


During these lean years for Irish women there was the odd breakout success: actresses, patriots and doers of good works, but as there are so few monuments to them, you’d be forgiven for not knowing they existed. Maybe there was a plaque shortage as well as a potato blight. Probably just as well: if we had as many commemorative statues and portraits of brilliant women as we do of men, we wouldn’t be able to move. The traffic’s bad enough as it is and look at the kerfuffle that ensued when they moved Molly Malone.


20TH CENTURY: The rise of suffrage internationally coincided with the uprising of the Irish against the British Crown. Women regained some of their feistiness around that time and were active (if largely unsung) in the 1916 Rising and the newly formed trade unions.


But, just in case we’d let the power go to our heads and lost the run of ourselves, the Church stepped in and made sure we remembered what terrible sinners we were. Every woman was prone to losing the run of herself, but some in particular needed extra special attention. Young single mothers were made to live in mother-and-baby homes or in Magdalene laundries, had their babies taken from them, and were forced to starch wimples to keep them busy and out of the way of trouble and penises.


It was a great way of straightening out wayward women altogether – not to mention getting convent whites that dazzling blue white! Yes, it does look a bit like slavery, now you mention it. Reparation has yet to be paid and I don’t think Church whites have looked as white since, to be honest.


In the ’90s and 2000s came the golden era of the Two Marys, Robinson and McAleese. Irish Presidents don’t have power to change that much, but their symbolic rule gave us hope.


We finally got divorce, and homosexuality was decriminalised. In the ’90s. The 1990s. We finally got access to contraception, but we still don’t have full bodily autonomy. Some of us aren’t too happy about the legislation in that regard (including, you know, the UN), but still, two out of three ain’t bad. It’s grand for now. There’s more marching to be done, but as you’ll see, sure we enjoy a good walk.





And that concludes our whirlwind tour of the history of the Irishwoman. What does the future hold? Hard to say. But hopefully something along the lines of more unblighted potatoes, more say over what happens to our own bodies and less of someone else’s laundry.


Ah Sure, Feck It
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The first and most important secret of how to be the best Irishwoman you can be is a lesson in language. WAIT, DON’T GO! I’m not going to attempt to teach you Irish; it’s very complex and also I’m terrible at it. Blame Peig. (More on that later in We Need to Talk About Peig.)


“Grand” isn’t the only word Irish women have that’s exclusive to us. This next word is a doozy. It’s simple and easy to say, but its effect is profound. If you don’t live in Ireland, you may have heard it from Father Jack in Father Ted, so it should be familiar enough. I’m going to need you to say it aloud with me, right now, and if you’re on board – if you’re really committed to being Grand – you’ll join in. Come on, repeat after me, say it. SAY IT!


“FECK”
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You probably feel like you’ve said a bad word, don’t you? If you were reading this on public transport, you might even have skipped the saying it aloud bit, you cheat, you. Because it feels impolite. It feels powerful and shocking. But get this: it isn’t bad at all! You can say “Feck” in front of anyone, even a priest! Father Jack himself said it multiple times in a sitting.


“Feck” is a great release of frustration, when there simply isn’t a nearby cliff to shout off the top of. “Feck”, like “Grand” in many ways, is one of the keys to Irish women’s power. Which is a lot of influence for a word someone made up so they could swear when priests were around.


Feck isn’t just “fuck” with an “e”, though. We’ve turned it into a philosophy of life. A further route to being Grand. Irish women all know when to say “Ah sure, feck it”: when to walk away from a fight, or when to stick around for the last bit of cake, even though you’re not supposed to. It’s knowing when something’s not worth it, or is just worth it enough. It’s being strong, and giving in, all at the same time. It’s magic.
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WHEN TO SAY “AH SURE, FECK IT”




Your friend has made fresh scones. You’re one of those people who pretend to be allergic to gluten. Ah sure, feck it – you have a feckin’ scone.


Ireland are playing on a weekday. It doesn’t matter what sport. You’re working. Ah sure, feck it – you ring in sick.


You’ve been told again and again to be quiet like a good girl. Ah sure, feck it – not a chance.


It’s raining, and you’ve glammed up for the evening. Ah sure, feck it – hair dries fierce quick when you’re having a good time.


It’s cold. Ah sure, feck it – with the trusty jumper all good Irish women have on, you won’t even notice.


You’ve been dumped by an awful eejit. Ah sure, feck it – plenty more eejit-fish in the sea.


You’re not allowed to become a priest. Ah sure, feck it – the job description’s not what it used to be, anyway.





[image: image]


Thing is, you can always walk away. If you didn’t know that before, you know it now. If you’d forgotten it, it’s time to remember it. Too much post to be opened? Too many carrots to purée? Too much shite on the telly? Feck that. It’ll still be there in a while if you want. If something doesn’t make sense or is just no craic, it’s no longer a problem. You’ll feel Grand if you just say … FECK IT.
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Breaking Bold: A Grand Contradiction in Terms
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You’ll have started to notice that part of our charm lies in our contradictory nature. (No it doesn’t. Yes it does.) Being strong and giving in at the same time sort of sums us up. We’re a people who’ve been taught not to speak out of turn, not to rock the boat, and to do our best to please. BUT … Well, let’s have a look at that big BUT.


Irish women have always been told to do things “like a good girl”. Even in situations where the action could be completed by any kind of girl at all, good or not, e.g. “Pass me the salt, like a good girl.” It seems it was felt that Irish girls had to be constantly reminded not to be evil, even when doing something as basic as handling condiments. Boys don’t get asked to do things like good boys. More than a little unfair, if you ask me.


But it was probably just as well, because traditional, old Ireland was right. We aren’t to be trusted. We have something going on deep within us that means we can never, ever be good girls, even if we want to. Even if we try. Be good? Ah sure, feck that. Being Grand means you just can’t be good all the time.


It’s not that we’re bad either – far from it. But I’ll tell you what we are: we’re bold.


Boldness is another key to the You’re Grand state of mind. Being bold in Ireland doesn’t mean fearless, or courageous, or brazen (although of course there’s a bit of those in there too). Here, bold has an added dash of naughtiness. Divilment. Sass. Bold means forgoing being good in favour of a bit of craic.


Nobody wants to be no craic. Or nice, for that matter. To an Irishwoman, being told “you’re nice” is an insult: nice is too safe. Nice is a mischief-free zone. Nice won’t do at all.


Being bold doesn’t mean being nasty. It’s the glint in your eye, or the spring in your step when you borrow your sister’s new shoes without asking. Here’s a helpful chart:










	BOLD

	BAD






	Borrowing without asking

	Stealing






	A little white lie

	Hurting someone’s feelings






	Descriptive arm-flailing accidents

	Damaging stuff






	Winding up doorstep canvassers

	Becoming a politician for the “wrong party”






	Chocolate stains

	Littering






	Eating a bit of icing off a birthday cake

	Forgetting a birthday






	Flirting

	Flirting with someone else’s partner






	Carbs

	Diets






	Pretending you’re away, but staying home and peeping out the windows, people-watching

	Pretending you’re home, but going away






	Cheering for another county’s team because you fancy someone from Mayo

	Forgetting an important match






	Deleting something from the DVR because it’s full of old matches, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer is “just so well written.”



	Not liking Buffy the Vampire Slayer. What’s wrong with you?









Boldness is the spice of life. It’s how adventures happen. When a parent says to a child, “Don’t be bold,” they’re secretly hoping they’ll get a call from the school telling them you weren’t paying attention during Peig (more on Peig below) because you were fashioning an escape-currach under the desk.


Boldness isn’t just about the craic, though. It’s more important than that. It’s a kind of force field. It’s why, despite all the attempts to squish and shush Irish women throughout history, we bounce back. We do our best to be obedient, to serve and to please, but something deep in our nature is constantly tugging at us, telling us to feck that.


Without boldness, we might have been shh-ed out of all existence by now. Or worse: be no craic. So take it from us. Break Bold.


Real Housewives of the Blaskets: We Need to Talk About Peig
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“I’m an old woman now, with one foot in the grave and another on its edge.” If you don’t recognise that quote, if it hasn’t struck terror into your heart, then we have some catching up to do. Those of you who have been going “Who’s Peig?”. You, my young, untainted friends, are the lucky ones.


For those of us who know of her, the mere mention of Peig’s name brings on uncontrollable twitching. A chill down our spines. A fear that we’ve somehow forgotten a 30-year-old Irish essay assignment and it’s due in the morning.


To those having adverse reactions, apologies. But we need to talk about her. Sorry. We have to.


At one time, every teenager in Ireland was taught Peig (the autobiography of Peig Sayers of the Great Blasket Island, who lived from 1873 to 1958). We say “taught”; it was more that we were lashed screaming to a tree, eyes propped open with twigs and forced to read aloud this “treasured” story of misery, emigration and loss. In IRISH.
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