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To all the amazing animal rescuers who open their lives and their hearts to the unwanted and the unloved. Thank you for everything you do to give these precious creatures a chance. There are few things more rewarding than the unconditional love of a rescue pet and I am grateful that there are so many humans who care.













Author's note


The stories in this book are all true, but some of the names have been changed to respect the privacy of the people involved.
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Introduction












Rescue animals have been a central part of my family throughout my life – and particularly after I had my three children. We have given a loving home to bunnies, hamsters, three rescue dogs and even, at one point, a bird. I guess my husband David and I could never ever say no to a pet in need.




  I always knew that they were all special in their own right, but after I  wrote my book My Rescue Dog Rescued Me, I wanted to explore the effects other animals have had on their human rescuers.




  Researching this book was exciting and inspiring as, time and again, I  heard stories of many different animals who have had the most amazing, positive effect on the lives of their humans.




  When you read this book, you will discover the incredible story of Alex, the tiger who kept his friend Gina from a lonely life of drug addiction. There is Daniel, the duck who saved his owner Carla more than once when she spiralled into a deep depression and PTSD after a life-changing accident. There's also Mickey, the feral cat who helped his owner deal with the loss of her son in a terrorist attack, and Angel, the horse who inspired the creation of a rescue centre for other animals in need.




  You will also read a story very personal to me: Micco, the rescued German shepherd pup who has truly made a huge difference to my 13-year-old daughter Faith's life as she copes with watching her dad Dave battle motor neuron disease.




  In every true story, I learned that all of these rescue animals have so much to give regardless of their backgrounds. They provide emotional and physical support when it's needed the most, and their love is unconditional.




  Personally, my family has learned some important life lessons thanks to our big-hearted rescues. They have taught us all how to be more giving and non-judgmental, and how to love freely.




  There are too many animals in this world who need a good home through no fault of their own. My wish is that this book will encourage everyone to consider opening their hearts to these special creatures who inevitably change our lives so much for the better.














Chapter 1







 


ALESHA AND ZEPPY THE DOG









It was a cool July day in Minot, North Dakota, when Alesha picked up the miniature dachshund she had agreed to foster. She had heard about the sweet little guy through a friend and thought Zeppy would make a wonderful companion for her own rescue dog Miley back home in Sioux Falls, South Dakota.




  A shelter had saved Zeppy from abusive owners who had badly beaten him. Sadly, his foster mom was moving and couldn't take him with her, so Alesha stepped in. As it happened, she was in town delivering flowers for her work anyway, so could collect her new charge at the same time. 




  As soon as Zeppy met her, he jumped on her lap and licked her face, which was astonishing because he suffered from extreme anxiety and wasn't always good with strangers.




  "I fell in love with Zeppy as soon as we met," recalls Alesha. "He was so friendly and happy to see me. His foster parent was sorry to see him go but relieved when she saw how delighted he was to meet me. I couldn't wait to get him home to meet Miley. I felt so sure that they would get on."




  The summer had been particularly wet and rainy in Minot. The snow had been late in thawing and then there had been strong storms that produced a lot of rain. It had been wet for days and parts of Minot were flooded, so the National Guard had been drafted in to keep people safe by barricading the roads that were impassable.




  Alesha decided to drive home to Sioux Falls at 4 a.m. to avoid the traffic. Being so early, it was pitch black and she had to turn around and take a detour when one of the main roads she needed to take was cordoned off. She carried on and came to another blockade at a dip in the road. There were no National Guard present to turn the traffic around. 




  Alesha watched as another car drove through the rising water. Because she was in a big truck, Alesha thought she must be safe to continue her drive down this particular stretch of road. As she drove into the water-filled dip, the truck started to spin out of control. Thinking fast, she grabbed her phone and put her foot down on the brake to steady the vehicle.




  She still doesn't know how far they spun into the water, but eventually the tyres caught on a ledge or a rock and the spinning stopped. But, by this time, the waters were rising and flooding into the truck. The cab filled with freezing cold water right up to her chest and it all happened so fast that there was little she could do. Poor Zeppy was screaming with fear, but with Alesha's help he made it onto her chest, where he stayed with her arms wrapped safely around him.




  So there Alesha was, her leg stretched out as far as she could to keep her foot on the brake, one arm around the dog and, like this, she somehow managed to get through to the emergency services.




  For the longest hour and a half of her life, she waited to be rescued with just five inches of air in the truck, not knowing if she and Zeppy could survive or whether they would be swept out into the nearby river.




  "When I called nine-one-one, I must have sounded hysterical because the woman couldn't understand me," says Alesha. "I tried to be calm but I was terrified. I was so cold I couldn't feel my body but I was aware that my foot needed to stay on that brake if we stood any chance of surviving the flood waters. Sweet Zeppy, although initially he was shaking with the cold and whimpering with fear, clung to my chest and stayed surprisingly calm. The feeling of his warm body on my chest consoled me but it was also very sobering because I knew I had to remain level-headed if we were to survive. It wasn't just my life at stake but his, too."




  It seemed like forever until Alesha heard the sound and saw the lights of the rescue boat. They were looking for her but it was so dark and murky that they couldn't see her. She screamed for help but it felt like no one heard her. Zeppy barked hard as they came closer, but still the boat seemed to be going away from them.




  In desperation, she dunked Zeppy under the water and out of the truck window in the hope he would keep barking and swim toward the boat. Amazingly, he did just that and the rescue squad saw him. Minutes later, they were both pulled into the boat and, as Alesha was dragged from the truck, it floated off down the road.




  "I know it sounds horrible, but I couldn't think what else to do," says Alesha. "Zeppy was going crazy barking, so I grabbed his harness and dunked him in the water. The little guy kept on swimming and barking and his voice was heard. If it hadn't been for his bravery, we might not be here today. I had no idea if he would carry on barking – I just had to put my faith in him. I may have rescued him, but he definitely rescued me right back that day!"




  Alesha suffered severe hypothermia and temporarily lost some of the feeling in her legs due to the cold. But it was the fear that bothered her more than anything. For three days she couldn't close her eyes because she could see herself spinning out of control in the deep waters. Even when she did drift off to sleep, her dreams were nightmares, so her doctor gave her anxiety medicine and she was eventually diagnosed with severe post-traumatic stress disorder.




  Her recovery wasn't easy, but it was during these traumatic times that she and Zeppy bonded. He would sit up with her in the night when she couldn't sleep or she woke up from another nightmare. He would lie down on her lap for hours and wouldn't leave her. Sometimes, when he slept, he would whimper and Alesha wondered if he was suffering from scary dreams, too, so she would snuggle him in closer to her and hold him tight. They formed an extreme bond and unquestionably helped each other. As the months went by, the nightmares grew less intense and the two survivors started to get their lives back to some kind of normality. If it hadn't been for the love of her foster Zeppy and, of course, her rescue pup Miley, Alesha says she would never have come to terms with what happened to her. 




  Miley, another miniature dachshund, was Alesha's "sober dog", so called because, after she won a long ten-year battle with addiction to meth and painkillers in 2009, Alesha adopted her as an 11-week-old puppy from a local barn. It had turned out that Miley was the best thing to have happened to Alesha. Not only were they close, but she kept Alesha occupied enough to keep her drug-free. The two were also inseparable and, after the accident, Miley was always around to cheer Alesha up and cuddle her when she needed it the most. Miley also took Zeppy in as if she knew that they were kindred spirits, both needing Alesha and a loving home.




  A couple of summers after the accident, Alesha, who had always been an outdoors girl, was still terrified of going near water and was even scared if it started to rain. Her doctor suggested she go kayaking. At first, she thought it was a crazy idea until she spoke with a friend, who agreed to go with her. 




  To make it easier and to give her confidence, she took along Miley. Her dog also did not like the water and Alesha thought they could support each other to get over their phobias. They managed less than an hour in the kayak. Both girls were shaking and Alesha had flashbacks of the truck spinning out of control, but together they managed it.




  It took several attempts to feel comfortable but now Alesha, Miley and sometimes Zeppy go kayaking together and it's become one of Miley's favourite pastimes. Together, they have kayaked well over 400 river miles – not bad for the pair who once hated water.




  Alesha is now an animal activist who works for several shelters near her home in Minnesota. She goes to houses to pick up unwanted animals and helps find them homes or foster parents. It is work that she is passionate about, fuelled by her own successes with rescues in the shape of Zeppy and Miley.




  "I have no doubt that Zeppy saved my life that day," says Alesha. "Really, we didn't even know each other but the warmth of his body on my chest and the selfless way he swam out to get help was above and beyond. I don't want children and so my dogs – and all the dogs I rescue – are my babies, who I adore. My PTSD is definitely better and I can talk about the incident now, but I am also still drug-free – a major achievement. I put a large part of my success down to my dogs. They have always given me a lot to be grateful for and every day spent with them is a joy. I'm a lucky girl, that's for sure!"














Chapter 2







 


JODIE AND EASTER THE TURKEY









When Jodie met Jerry, her boss at the internet service provider where they both worked, she was already in a long-term relationship. Jerry was the cool guy, a fantastic leader and an intelligent man who everyone respected and adored, including Jodie.




  In 2008, when America hit a recession, Jodie got laid off from the job she loved, along with many other people from her company. She was devastated and the loss of her position had a serious impact on her life. She suffered from severe anxiety and depression, but her boyfriend wasn't supportive and it was Jerry she turned to for emotional support. He would check in on Jodie most days and take her out for lunch with some of her old co-workers. He made her feel that she was worthy again and she realized that losing her job wasn't anything personal – she was, unfortunately, just another casualty of the recession.




  When she split up with her boyfriend, it was again Jerry who she went to for advice and support. She was a damsel in distress and he was her knight in shining armour who won her over with care and attention.




  One day, during a lunch date, Jerry admitted that he had romantic feelings for her and she realized that for weeks she had felt the same.




  "I was head over heels in love with that man," recalls Jodie. "He swept me off my feet and he was there when I needed someone the most. I think the fact he was a few years older was very attractive to me, plus he was loved and respected by everyone in the workplace. I couldn't believe he would choose me! He was also incredibly supportive of me, particularly when I felt down or wrestled with anxiety. I knew very early on that he was the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with."




  The couple moved in together, and when Jerry's company announced more people would be laid off, they took advantage and moved from Salt Lake City in Utah to Washington state to be closer to Jerry's family.




  A year later, on Valentine's Day 2011, they eloped. It was a small ceremony in a registry office, which was followed in the summer by a much larger celebration that they held on the property they had bought in the countryside.




  It was a beautiful day as they said "I do" for the second time, in the woods at the back of their dream home, a cabin, and it looked like Jodie had it all. She had a husband she loved and a beautiful home, but already cracks were beginning to show in their relationship.




  "Jerry had become very controlling of me," says Jodie. "I couldn't go out on my own without his say so. At first, I liked the fact that he cared so much but then it became too much, and I resented it. He was also often dismissive of me – whatever I said was always wrong – and he developed an angry attitude, like everything I did annoyed him. Sometimes I was scared to say anything for fear of being put down. He refused to have marriage counselling but I did have personal therapy. Jerry had always said that our issues were caused by my own problems, so I blamed myself for a while. But honestly, the damage had been done to our relationship and I was desperately unhappy."




  Feeling alone and unsupported, Jodie didn't know what to do. She built a little wooden shelter in the woods where she would go for time out from Jerry, and that became her only escape. But little did she know that help was on its way in the form of a tiny, two-week-old turkey chick.




  It was April 2014, and Jodie and Jerry had invited a couple of friends over for dinner to celebrate Easter. On the way, they saw an adorable little yellow and black chick abandoned at the side of the road. It was so small they almost drove past it but, having noticed a flash of colour, they stopped.




  When the guests arrived at the house with a bottle of wine and the chick in a coffee can, Jodie's heart flipped.




  "The chick wouldn't stop staring at me," recollects Jodie. "It was as if her eyes were cutting into my soul, the look was so intense. I gently picked her up and she sat in my hands, very peaceful and quiet. I knew there and then that I wanted to keep her. Although it sounds a bit unhinged, something inside me told me that she needed to stay with me. It was such a strong feeling and I can't explain it except that I had a very clear image in my mind of this sweet little turkey chick coming with me in my car, sleeping in my bedroom and of us walking around the property together. I couldn't let her go. She was mine."




  Jodie had no experience with looking after birds, so she did some online research into how to raise a turkey. She called the chick Easter and, against Jerry's wishes, she let it roam around their home; she would not be without her new pet.




  By this point, their relationship was at a critical low and Jodie was sleeping on the sofa, only now with Easter in her makeshift bed, made out of a box, beside her. Turkeys are very sociable creatures and, at first, Easter would keep Jodie up all night with her chirps as she lay alone in her warming box. She was crying because she wanted to sleep with Jodie and, as soon as she let Easter curl up in the crook of her arm or on her shoulder to sleep, the chirping stopped and they both slept like babies.




  It was during these early days on the sofa that Easter and Jodie bonded. After a good night's sleep, Easter would follow Jodie into the bedroom, where she would return to dress, or she would squeeze into Jodie's bathrobe to keep warm. She particularly enjoyed running around with Jodie's three cats, who took to Easter as much as she fell in love with them. It was an unlikely friendship but nevertheless wonderful to witness.




  "Those early days were the best," says Jodie. "I didn't like sleeping on the sofa on my own, so when Easter arrived I wasn't lonely any more. If I woke up in the middle of the night, she would be snuggled up right against me and I felt safe somehow. I am certain that she imprinted on me, meaning that she bonded with me so much that she believed that I was her mother. Being so close from such an early age and me letting her sleep with me on the sofa solidified her feelings for me. I loved her like a mom loves her baby and she became my trusted companion who rarely left my side unless I went to work and she stayed at home."




  On the day of their July wedding anniversary, when Easter was three months old, Jerry asked Jodie for a divorce. That same night, he told Jodie that Easter couldn't stay in the house any more because he was tired of the mess and Easter had to live out on the porch. After an argument, Jodie reluctantly put Easter and her box outside, but that night she was attacked by a possum, which tore into her chest and broke a wing. Jodie woke up to her anguished cries and she was devastated when she found her barely alive.




  Jodie lay next to her on the floor as Easter stared at her, panic-stricken and gasping for breath, with blood all over her chest and the floor. Jerry said she would be okay, but Jodie knew that if she didn't get help, her beloved turkey would die. She found an old fruit box and wrapped Easter in a blanket before she told Jerry that she was taking some of their savings to pay for any medical treatment Easter might need. Even if Jerry had said no, Jodie was determined to make sure her pet survived.




  Jodie raced to the veterinary surgery with Easter bleeding in her lap. "Hang in there, hang in there," she told Easter over and over again between frantic sobs, as she willed her to survive long enough to make it to the vet's, where she had a chance of living.




  As she had suffered severe blood loss and was in shock, Easter really should have died that day but, miraculously, the vet managed to stabilize her. She may have lost half her wing and would go on to spend four days at the vet's practice, but she was alive and that was all that mattered.




  By the time Easter was six months old and she had grown into a beautiful Broad Breasted Bronze turkey – which are famous for being the official Thanksgiving turkey in America – she and Jerry lived apart, although divorce proceedings had not yet begun. Jodie was left alone with Easter and the cats. According to her, if it hadn't been for Easter, she wouldn't have survived the upset of the separation.




  "When I was with Easter, I felt only joy," says Jodie. "I could come home from work after a bad day or an argument with Jerry and she would be there waiting for me. As soon as she heard me, she would chirp loudly, as if she were welcoming me home. No matter how bad the day, she made me smile without fail. I would hug my 'turkey girl' tight and she would let me. Despite everything, I was devastated with the breakdown of my marriage, but with her by my side I knew I would make it, because she was my support."




  Together, Jodie and Easter took on the world. One of Jodie's jobs was as a performer as a fire-eater and she would take Easter with her in the car when she had her shows. The turkey would sit in the passenger seat and doze, scratch her head or watch the scenery go by. Easter was the perfect travelling companion, and if Jodie ever felt anxious, she would just rest her hand on Easter's back and she felt safe.




  They clocked up thousands of miles on their road trips and everyone who met Easter loved her. She was a talking point, garnering a lot of attention from strangers who were fascinated with her. And Easter lapped it up.




  Jodie stayed in touch with Jerry, despite everything, and when he called her crying one day in May 2015, she knew that something terrible had happened. He had been diagnosed with stage four oesophageal cancer and had been given just months to live. He'd been ill on and off for a few months with problems swallowing, but no one could have prepared him for the news that he was dying.




  One of the first things Jerry did after he told Jodie the news was to start the divorce process. It proved very traumatic for Jodie because, deep down, she still loved the handsome man who had won her heart all those years ago, despite his flaws. 




  "I found the divorce procedure very unsettling and dealing with that and the news of Jerry's serious illness was too much," recalls Jodie. "Part of me felt that I had failed again in life, like I did when I lost my job all those years ago. I would come home in tears and immediately call for Easter, who would come waddling, shouting loudly. She was always so delighted to see me and I knew she could sense I was upset. I would sit and talk to her and she would cluck as if she understood what I was going through, telling me that, no matter what, she was never going to leave. Easter knew exactly what was going on with her mommy and she wanted to help in the only way she knew how – by showing me how deeply she loved me. She would peck at my fingernails to say hello and then follow me everywhere, never letting me out of her sight. At night, a time when things seemed so much worse, she was my constant and I relied on her company."




  The day Jerry passed away was one of the worst days of Jodie's life. A friend called to break the news and she pulled over to the side of the road and sobbed. To make matters worse for Jodie, she and Jerry had just recently signed the divorce papers but, as he had passed away before a judge could ratify them, she was technically left a widow.




  At the time, Jodie was renting a room in a house and all the grief from her divorce and from Jerry's death came to a head. She became depressed and some days she couldn't even get out of bed. She was left with the task of going to their dream home, which was up for sale, and bagging the clothes and possessions that he had left behind. It was a deeply moving task that signalled the end of a huge chapter in her life. Her therapist called it complicated grief and, given all her mixed-up feelings, it was difficult to handle.




  "I was left with an empty cabin and just a bunch of memories, many of them painful," says Jodie. "Many times, Easter would see me crying on the couch, jump onto my lap and rest her head in my arm as if to say, 'It's okay, Mom, I'm here now, everything will be fine.' I was a wreck, filled with thoughts of failure, what-ifs and whether I would ever be happy again. My grief was complicated – even though Jerry had dumped me, I still had feelings for him, rightly or wrongly. I couldn't help it. When I couldn't get out of bed, Easter would scratch at the blankets with her beak, peck at my hands to get me to move and then scratch her head, which was another way to get my attention. I quickly realized that I had to get up and make an effort for Easter's sake. By focusing on her needs, she brought me from a very dark place and put me back together. For a long time, she was the only bright spot in my life, and without her I couldn't have carried on."




  Jodie and Easter moved into a mobile home in Oregon, where she thought she might escape her grief, and it certainly helped. Easter became a bit of a local celebrity with her neighbours, who waved when she and Jodie went for walks. One was a lonely old man who lived across the street. He had a heart of gold and Easter would trot across to see him and make him laugh as if she knew that he needed company sometimes.




  Having Easter forced Jodie to interact with people and get out of the house – the turkey was such a talking point and she led Jodie to new, lasting friendships as she slowly healed. While she rebuilt her life with Easter by her side, Jodie visited family in Salt Lake City. Being with Jerry had kept her isolated from her family and she hadn't seen many of them in years. Going home for the first time in a long time for Christmas 2015 entailed getting on a plane and, given her anxiety, Jodie didn't think that she could go until someone suggested taking Easter along for the ride as a service pet. She was such a good car passenger – why not take her on a plane?


  Her therapist had certified Easter as a genuine emotional-support animal, so Jodie was able to show her papers to the airline. The airline agreed and Easter became possibly the first turkey to fly with passengers in America. Jodie made her a little kennel to wheel her through the airport, but she was allowed out on a leash while in flight, much to the delight of the cabin crew, who took her into the cockpit to meet the captain.




  Easter flew four times and each time she made friends along the way. She brought so much joy to the people she met, who were amazed at how little fuss she caused and how sociable she was – Easter could get a smile out of anyone!




  "She loved being in the plane," remembers Jodie. "When we soared high in the sky, she got so excited. She flapped her wings and I had to hold her down – I wondered if she felt like she was actually flying. Everyone she met adored her. Nobody could believe that a turkey could be so well behaved!"




  Sadly, three days before Thanksgiving 2017, Easter passed away from congestive heart failure, a common cause of death in turkeys. Her heart was too big and, despite taking medicine, nothing could save her. She had been ill for nine months with severe breathlessness and on the morning that she died, Jodie knew it was the end.




  "I called the vet because she was really struggling to breathe," says Jodie. "And I just knew that it was time, no matter how hard it was going to be. She couldn't go out for walks any more so her quality of life was diminished significantly. She was barely sleeping because of the fluid build-up in her abdomen, which caused her pain. She was so uncomfortable, and I hated to see my girl suffering – I realized I was being selfish keeping her alive with medication. Our last day was spent together making videos and snuggling. I told her how much I loved her many times, although she already knew that, of course. It was a beautiful last day together and I thanked her for always being there for me. The next day, she lay with her head on a cushion in my lap and I stroked her gently until I heard her last breath. It was peaceful, just the way she had lived her life. I felt immediate relief that she was no longer suffering."




  Losing Easter was incredibly tough, but Jodie knew that she had to keep herself together to honour her pet's memory – she couldn't crumble, because Easter would have wanted her to thrive, knowing that she had finally got her life together after her divorce.




  Today, Jodie has her own home and is studying at university. Whenever she feels anxious or worried, she thinks about Easter and the memories make her smile. Every so often, particularly when she's thinking about Easter, a tiny white feather will float in her path or onto her arm and she knows that it's Easter telling her that she's never far away.




  "I believe Easter is with me always," says Jodie. "Our bond will never go away. Just because she's not here in the physical realm doesn't mean she doesn't play a huge part in my life. She was more than a turkey – she was my kid, my best friend, my confidante, the one I turned to for everything. I doubt my life would have turned out like this if she hadn't have graced it – I've got it together because of her. The day I got accepted on my occupational course was one I will never forget. I opened the email from college and, as I read it, a couple of her fluffy feathers floated to the ground. I don't know if they were stuck in my shirt or what, but I cried because I knew it was her and she was congratulating me on finally seeing through a dream. She was saying that I was now strong enough to carry on without her. I will never forget her. Easter made everything possible. She will forever live in my heart and my mind because she rescued me in so many ways and I know that one day I will see her again."














Chapter 3







 


CHRISTINE AND MICKEY THE CAT









Christine will always tell you that the love of her life was not a boyfriend but her beloved son Christopher. As a single mother for all of his life, the two were incredibly close and they told each other all their secrets.




  In fact, she knew that her handsome son was gay possibly before he did, and when he did come out to her when he was a teenager, she couldn't have loved him any more for being so brave.




  "My son was an easy child," recalls Christine. "He rarely cried and he was such a joy to have around. I took on both roles of mom and dad, as most single parents do, but he never wanted for anything. Growing up, I always had a feeling he was gay, but that didn't matter to me. I never asked him, trusting that one day he would tell me when he felt he could. I always let him make his own decisions and I supported him. Christopher was more than a son to me – he became my very best friend in the world, and we loved each other deeply. Being gay didn't matter to me at all – I was proud he had the conviction to become the person he wanted to be."




  Christopher, an activist at heart, set up his school's first Gay–Straight Alliance group and Christine encouraged him to bring his friends home so that she could become friends with them, too.




  In April 2015, when Christopher was working for a mental-health organization, he met Juan, a banker, and they fell head over heels in love with each other. Right from the start, they knew that they wanted to be together forever. All Christopher ever wanted to do was to have kids and a nice house, and with Juan he saw this pretty, fulfilling picture in his future. They shared the same dreams and goals, and they were an excellent match.




  "I liked Juan a lot," says Christine. "He was such a kind and loving young man who adored Christopher. They were always doing something – seeing their friends, partying the night away or staying in watching movies together. They were so in love it was breathtaking to watch."




  In the summer of 2016, Christopher and Juan were having the time of their lives. They lived in Orlando, Florida, a city popular for its acceptance of the gay community. Christine saw her son once or twice a month for dinner or a movie and they spoke or texted most days, often just to say hello and to make sure all was okay. They were as close as a mother and son could be, and she was happy knowing that Christopher was settled.




  On the weekend of 12 June, Christopher and Juan had spent the day at the theme park SeaWorld, and when they got home they were shattered, so much so that they decided to stay in for the evening and get ready for a pool party they were hosting the next day. They had no intention of going out that night – until one of their best friends, Brandon, called asking for their help. Brandon was meeting up with his ex-boyfriend and wanted moral support, so they agreed to go out. It was to be a fateful decision.
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