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Writing for the Web


Robert Ashton and Jessica Juby




Introduction


Words are important – they are everywhere and form the foundation of our communication with others. Many of us find that writing is easier than saying out loud what we feel. The Internet is becoming faster and, with mobile technology, more readily accessible. There are now more outlets than ever to share your thoughts and feelings the moment they happen. There’s no doubt that even more outlets are on the way.


Evidence of this is the rapid sales growth of tablet computers. Not only are they simple to use, but they are ready to use the moment you open the cover. You no longer have to wait for your laptop to fire up. It’s: think, press, post!


And that is, of course, both your opportunity and a threat. Yes, you can post pictures and words about events as they happen. At work, this can be a huge bonus. But at midnight on a Friday, when you are having a good time out with friends, it can be all too easy to publish content that in the cold light of the following morning you regret.


Wi-Fi hotspots can now be found all over the country so, even if you haven’t got Internet access at home, you can pop down to your local café and take advantage of theirs for free. Few charge these days: they know that the longer they can keep you online, the more coffee you will drink! No matter what your view is of the Internet, it is universally used and increasingly provides an affordable, effective and authentic means of getting your message out to your audience.


We all have the potential to be better writers, but some people will find writing relatively easy – you might even write for pleasure as well as work. Others may need a bit more practice. If you fall into the latter camp, don’t worry – take your time, practise and you will get it perfect. Remember that not everyone will, or should, write in the same style. We each have our own style of writing, with favourite words and phrases. Just as with speech, we each have a writing voice.


This book, for example, has two authors. Robert (that’s me) is older and a more experienced writer with 15 published books. Jess (that’s me) is younger and sees the world very differently from Robert. See if you can spot which sections we wrote individually and which together. As you become familiar with the book, you will begin to see which of us wrote (or said) what.


This book is about much more than just the mechanics of writing, though: you need to make sure you understand your audience. In order to keep your readers interested, responsive and perhaps willing to come back, you have to know what it is they are expecting from you. Then you can keep delivering. Even if your reason for writing is your own personal satisfaction, you will still want readers. As Robert says, writing without a reader in mind is like singing in the bath – likely to annoy more than it pleases!


Using this book


The title of this book challenges you to become comfortable writing for many readers. Words published online may be read by a few, or by many. Just look at how some YouTube films go viral, attracting millions of views. The same thing can happen with words.


This book will give you the confidence to:



•  improve your writing skills so you can positively influence your online community



•  understand and follow good online best practice.


In each chapter of this book you will find the following features in addition to the main text:



•  Diagnostic test At the start of every chapter you will find simple flow charts to help you evaluate your skills and thinking in relation to the chapter subject.



•  Case study This will illustrate a success or disaster story for each chapter, showing what went right or wrong, with the goal of helping you to get it right and avoid any potential pitfalls.



•  Try it now This is a chance for you to take a break and try out some activities. They will help you practise newly learned skills or carry out necessary research.



•  Remember this These sections will emphasize points you should always bear in mind when writing online.



•  Key idea These focus on important concepts that you need to know.



•  Focus points Sited at the end of each chapter, this list draws your attention to the important points that you will have learned in the chapter.



•  Summary and Next step Also at the end of each chapter, these provide a round-up of what has been covered in the chapter you have just read and what we will go on to cover in the next chapter.


There are plenty of books out there that tell you how to use social media sites and write online. What makes this book unique is that when discussing various aspects of writing for the Web, we will be using the generational gap between us – that’s Robert and Jess – to illustrate some of the differences in perception of those aspects. These may be individual opinions or personal memories, but we will show how attitudes to the Web can vary and how they may affect your behaviour online.


This book is ideal for people who either don’t have much experience with online writing or who can write but don’t know what areas of the Internet they should be focusing on. It doesn’t matter what age you are – we will take you through each aspect of writing for the Web from scratch. Everybody has the ability to learn.


We have put this book together so that each chapter will take you one step closer to achieving a specific goal. Whether you are writing for websites, social media or other platforms, the end goal is being able to communicate more effectively online, both at work and at home.


Throughout this book, we will refer to the ‘project’. This is our generic term for whatever it is you are working on that has prompted you to get online. It may be your business or it may be a personal hobby. Using the term ‘project’ just keeps it generic.


Business or home?


Finally, we include a few introductory words about the two broad spheres in which you are likely to use your Web writing skills:



•  In business There are few jobs that don’t involve using a computer to some extent. For almost all of us, the Internet has become the number-one source of information. It’s an amazing place for research. If you are thinking about starting your own business, or are already up and running, you will probably appreciate that the quality and quantity of online coverage your business gets is vital to your success. Your basic business details need to be within easy reach of all those potential customers searching for the products or services you deliver. It will also be used by potential new suppliers and employees. In other words, the more visible your enterprise is online, the more opportunities you will find coming your way.



•  At home The chances are that most of your ‘heavy-duty’ online writing will be carried out at work, but, with the rise of social media sites, Internet usage at home is sure to increase, too. You may find that your job role doesn’t quite satisfy your passions, and in search of an outlet to discuss and develop your interests, you may choose to start an online blog or become a commentator for online magazine sites.


We will be returning to both these areas – business and home – throughout this book.


So, what are you waiting for?


Let’s get cracking.




1


Writing basics






	

In this chapter you will learn:



•  how the Internet has transformed communication around the globe




•  the basic writing standards that you will need to keep to if you are to write effectively for the Web – these include well-presented, properly spelled and grammatically correct sentences and paragraphs as well as issues such as avoiding gender bias and offensive language




•  the importance of clarity and brevity and getting the right tone.
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Self-assessment: What do you want to get out of this book?








Let’s run through the first diagnostic test. Start at the top and respond to the statements honestly and read the feedback for the number that your answers lead you to.
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Feedback



1  Don’t worry if you have not written much before – practice makes perfect. In this chapter we will run through the basic writing skills that you will need to learn and action when writing for the Web. It’s always good practice to draft and edit your text on your PC and then post the final version to the Internet.



2  There are lots of things that you could write about. The key is finding something you are comfortable with, that is relevant to you and likely to be interesting to others. This is especially true when blogging, as you will be planning to write about the same topic for a long time. In each chapter we will cover what it is you should be including.



3  We have covered various online writing outlets in each chapter of this book. From social media to blogging, there are plenty of tips to get you up and running. If there’s one area you are particularly interested in, why not start with that chapter once you have finished this one?



4  So you already know what to write about and how to get started. Perhaps your problem is finding the time to get started?  Writing online has never been easier – mobile access means you can tweet on the go, and the ability to queue blog posts means you don’t even have to be at your computer to publish an article. Maybe you need to brush up on your skills first before actually posting anything online. This chapter will be perfect for you as we cover a lot of dos and don’ts when it comes to writing.



5  There’s always room for improvement – nobody is perfect! You will come to learn that the online world is always evolving, so what you know today may not apply in a few months’ time. Different sites will become popular as others slowly fade away and you will need to learn how to adapt to write for these new sites.



6  Practise writing using the tips in this chapter and you will be geared up to start writing online. Remember that some people will find it easier than others, simply because we all learn at different speeds. Have patience, invest your time and you will get there.
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Journey to a new age


‘The world hates change, yet it is the only thing that has brought progress.’


Charles F. Kettering


In the 1960s four universities became joined as they took a step forward that would forever change the way we behave at work and at home. For the first time, they were connected online as a result of a US Department of Defence innovation. However, it wasn’t until 1982 that a standardized concept of ‘the Internet’ (originally ‘Internetworking’) came into play.


It was in 1989 that British computer scientist and MIT professor Tim Berners-Lee wrote a proposal for what would become the World Wide Web. A year later Berners-Lee joined up with Belgian computer scientist Robert Cailliau at CERN (the European Organization for Nuclear Research) to implement the Hypertext project for the first time. As a result they achieved the first successful communication between a server and a Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP) client via the Internet.


Now, more than 30 years later, there are very few people who don’t know what the Internet is or what it does. Those who were, and maybe still are, against it are finding themselves in a society that would struggle to function without it. It has seeped into almost everything we do.


The Internet was once an easy way for a select few to share data with other connected individuals. It’s since evolved into something that provides an easy way for everyone to share thoughts, ideas, news and views with the whole world.




	

On the Web


Robert says...


I was amazed by the first calculator and excited when fax meant I could send documents far faster than the postman. Later, in the early 1990s, I ran a design business. It was at around the time that Macintosh replaced the drawing board. But the only way to deliver digital files to the printer was by motorcycle courier. And then the Internet arrived.




	

It was initially too slow to allow much more than surfing and email, but as speed increased, so too did its impact on my life. Rather like growing older, the changes were constant and gradual. Speed increased, broadband replaced dial-up and email largely replaced both the post and phone calls. My inbox fills quickly every day; my phone hardly rings.




	

Today my relationship with the Internet has become deeply personal, intimate even. I am in touch with a huge number of people all the time – from social comment on Facebook to professional debate on LinkedIn. The immediacy of access provided by my iPhone and iPad enables me to tweet a thought the moment it pops into my head, wherever in the world I happen to be.




	

I now live and work in two parallel worlds – one physical and one online. It’s very exciting!





	


Jess says...
In researching for this book, I imagined that the Internet had been around far longer than it actually has. I was a little bit shocked to discover that it actually only came into play the year before I was born.




	

My family had a computer before we had the Internet and the distinctive ‘dial-up tone’ will always be buried in the back of my mind somewhere – that noise is unforgettable. It would signal such an agonizing wait. I would be on tenterhooks, waiting to see if the connection would be made, holding my breath in case it dared refuse (which, living in rural Norfolk, it often did).




	

Back then, connecting to the Internet would block your phone from receiving calls. Anyone who tried to get through when you were online would hear the engaged tone. This meant that I had to get prior permission from my parents to go online. If they were expecting a call, going on the Internet was a no-no.




	

Now, all the excitement about loading up Internet Explorer has vanished and my addiction is no longer a Harry Potter fan forum – it’s Facebook. The dial-up tone is a long-lost sound, broadband guarantees a connection, and Wi-Fi allows you access wirelessly – but still, it’s a story to tell the grandchildren who’ll wonder how the devil we coped.







Almost any advert you see or hear, whether it be on TV, radio or in print, will contain a website address. Most now even go so far as to tell you to go online and find the company on Facebook or follow them on Twitter. Everyday items you buy from the supermarket now have ‘QR codes’ (Quick Response) printed on the labels which can be scanned with a smartphone to access the Internet to find out more about the product, take part in a competition, or make the most of a special offer.


In August 2011 the UK Office for National Statistics announced that 77 per cent of all households in the UK had access to the Internet in one form or another. This rose to 80 per cent in 2012. So the chances are high that you, your colleagues and your customers already use the Internet. Figure 1.1 shows the increase in number of households with access to the Internet, demonstrating a steady increase over the last 14 years.
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Figure 1.1 Households with Internet access, 1998–2012 (Source: Office for National Statistics)


With the growing popularity of social media sites, and the ease with which you can access information, you cannot ignore them. However, the Internet is about a lot more than watching funny cat videos on YouTube or letting your friends know that you have just got a high score on Angry Birds.


Writing etiquette


It’s important to be confident enough to write online – you don’t want any bad content coming back in the future to haunt you. Even the most seasoned writer may still find the occasional typo (short for ‘typographical error’) slipping into their work here and there – even the greats have proofreaders. Don’t be afraid of making mistakes – we all make them – but remember that most mistakes can be avoided. Take your time and read everything before you post it on the Internet. In most cases, you can delete comments or edit articles, but there are occasions where you won’t have that luxury.


Below are some ‘bad habits’ or issues you might want to watch out for.


TEXTSPEAK


If you migrated to the Internet from your mobile phone, you may have fallen into the habit of using ‘textspeak’. It’s quicker to type but can be more difficult for others to understand. You may also use a lot of abbreviations and emoticons. You may even do this at work – in which case, please stop. In the workplace textspeak doesn’t look professional, so always type full words and avoid abbreviations. The only place where these are forgivable are on Twitter, where messages, called updates, are limited to 140 characters only (we will cover this in more detail later).


Say u wer 2 get an email written entirly lyk dis tryin 2 sel u a product – would you be impressed? We wouldn’t be: the email would be regarded as spam and promptly deleted. Being professional means making the effort. Try to get yourself out of this habit and always write in full sentences, whether it’s for something personal or for business. If you visited a website that was completely written in textspeak, you would have quite a headache after trying to decipher it. Avoid it completely and you won’t find yourself slipping into your old habits.
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Try it now: Texting








If you are used to skipping letters in your texts, start using full words from now on – get yourself out of this bad habit and the transition from ‘textspeak’ to correctly forming words and sentences will be a lot easier. The benefit of this is that you will start using proper words and thus be communicating more clearly.
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BAD SPELLING AND GRAMMAR


Not every single person finds it easy to express themselves in writing. There are plenty of reasons why this might be. You may be dyslexic; dyslexia is a broad term applied to learning disabilities that affect fluency in reading or writing, with some cases more serious than others. You might have disliked English at school, or just always found writing a chore, never being able to get the hang of it.


The majority of publishing programs (such as Microsoft Word) come with built-in checks that will alert you when a word is spelled incorrectly or when a sentence appears to be grammatically incorrect. If you struggle with spelling and grammar, write everything in a publishing program first until you get it right, before copying and pasting it online. You can even get a friend or a family member to read through what you have written first, before it becomes part of the public domain.


Alternatively, you can purchase voice recognition software. This will transcribe what you say into text. It’s still worth getting someone to read through what it produces in case it has ‘misheard’ you. Checking it will also make sure the text flows well.


RAMBLING


It can be useful to drop in the odd anecdote or two but, when reading back what you have written, ask yourself the question: ‘So what?’ When reading over your article, if you find something that isn’t interesting or relevant to the rest of the article, simply delete it. Fewer words can actually mean more!


Did you have one of those teachers at school who would start off mentioning something that was actually relevant to the curriculum but it would somehow turn into a personal life story? It was rarely fascinating and almost never relevant to those trying to learn. Don’t be like them!
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Remember this: The goal of writing








The sole purpose of your writing is to communicate clearly, inform, influence and perhaps entertain.
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PUNCTUATION


Another one of our pet hates, when it comes to emailing in particular, are those messages that contain no punctuation – for example:


hi there im emailing you about your book that I just read its very good and I am thinking about buying another one from your store could you possibly send me a link to the right place so I can buy it thanks talk soon bye


Again, publishing programs alert you when they can detect a sentence that hasn’t been punctuated correctly. Look out not just for missing commas, full stops and capital letters, but apostrophes – missing here in ‘im’ and ‘its’. The apostrophe signals that the words ‘I am’ and ‘it is’ have been shortened and that there are letters missing. Read your text back to yourself as it is – out loud may help more. If you find yourself putting in full stops and commas when you speak, then make sure they are actually there in the text.
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Key idea: The golden rule of punctuation








Too much is almost always better than not enough.
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EXPERIENCE AND KNOWLEDGE


Some people will see their lack of knowledge and experience as an issue, but the solution is simple. It doesn’t matter if you have never written anything before or if you have written lots. You don’t need a qualification to be able to market yourself online. This is because most sites you will use in your online journey have useful ‘help’ areas, FAQs and user forums. You will find that you can usually teach yourself how to use them.
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Remember this: In the public domain








Anything and everything you publish online is in the public domain. It is accessible by everyone. Don’t post anything that may be damaging to you or others. Remember that people have found themselves in prison for posting inappropriate content online.
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Key idea: Three necessities








Anything you write must meet these three criteria:



1  It must be clear, for the reader to understand.



2  It should be relevant, to hold the reader’s interest.



3  It must have an obvious purpose, to keep the reader engaged and reading.


If your writing doesn’t meet all three, then you may not hold your audience’s interest. We will be referring back to these standards in later chapters. Why not jot them down now, and keep them handy as you work through this book?


[image: image]


Writing standards


Your writing should read like something you would say aloud. The only difference is that you have got the ability to edit text and omit the ‘ums’ and ‘ers’. Some people feel the need to make their writing more formal than their speech. But the danger in this is that you will no longer sound like yourself and, worse, appear insincere or not committed to the message you are communicating. Just as you should always ‘say it like it is’, so, too, should you ‘write it like it is’!


Here’s a further list of writing good-practice points. Make a note of them and try to follow them as much as you can. It will make your writing far more effective and far less likely to provoke criticism:



•  Avoid gender bias. Use ‘they’ and ‘their’ instead of assuming a gender. Although these pronouns are plural, it’s now common to use them with singular nouns to avoid gender bias.



•  Keep it clean. Never use swear words in any professional content.



•  Stay away from clichés. A cliché is a phrase that tends to be overused, such as ‘blushing bride’ or ‘run it up the flagpole’. Try to avoid them.



•  Avoid hype. This tends to sneak into sales pitches. Your readers will detect this immediately, so don’t exaggerate or overstate your sales presentation. It’s better to put yourself in the shoes of the typical buyer and use the language they would use to describe the product, service or event you are writing about.



•  Stay focused. Be brutal and simply cut out paragraphs and sentences that wander away from your overall message. Editing is the key to good writing. Fewer words will often convey more meaning. If in doubt about a phrase, sentence or even paragraph, cut it!



•  Be positive. Fewer words are used in positive statements than in negative ones and it will keep the overall tone of your writing lighter. Everybody prefers success to failure, so make your writing positive and about success.



•  Stick to one tense (past, present or future) – don’t switch between them unless it’s required by the context.
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Remember this: Point of view









First person (‘I’ or ‘we’) This is where you are writing about yourself, your experiences and your views. The first-person writer has credibility; they are telling you what they think.





Second person (‘you’) This is where you are telling your reader what you think they need to know or do. It is best used for instructions.





Third person (‘he’ or ‘she’) This is used to describe what others are seeing, thinking and doing. It is the form used most frequently when writing fiction. Not surprisingly, if you write in the third person, people may question your personal commitment to what you are describing.
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People who are not confident writers have an unfortunate habit of using big words and clunky phrases. We have all had letters signed off with the meaningless phrase ‘Assuring you of our best intentions at all times.’ It’s a phrase that seems to be seen then copied by people who feel the need somehow to pretend to be someone they are not.


Online, there are no secrets, so pretending to be anything other than yourself is difficult to maintain and pointless to consider. What’s vital is that your uniqueness comes over in everything you write online. Your writing needs to reflect your style, personality and background. Even if you are writing on behalf of an organization, you have to be yourself. Organizations do not have brains, fingers or voices. They are teams of people, and people connect with and do business with other people.


Imagine that you work in the support department of a government agency fielding enquiries from members of the public. There will be the factual information you have to accurately convey. There will also be opportunities to appear human, concerned and, perhaps where appropriate, compassionate. People always respond better to people, so always, always make sure your own humanity is visible through your writing.


Another key point to remember is that the Internet is global. While English is almost universally spoken, for many it is a second or third language. There is no point in using words that might not be understood or, worse, create ambiguity. Avoid the temptation to be ‘clever’ and use big words, unless, that is, you go on to explain their meaning. For example, an economist might write about an oligopoly (a market dominated by a small number of suppliers). Oligopoly is the right word for them to use, as the explanation shows. You can educate as well as inform.


When you express your views, ideas and concerns online, there is one final important point to make. Just suppose you overslept, woke to find that your dog had chewed a hole in your favourite coat, and then you spilled your breakfast coffee down your front and finally arrived at work in a foul mood. That kind of thing happens to us all. But however angry, grumpy or hard done by you feel, it should not be reflected in anything you write online. For one thing, your rant will remain on view for all to see. And then there’s the simple fact that people want the stuff they read to cheer them up, not make them feel worse. So, however down you feel, always, always write positively about everything.


I can’t stress this point enough. For almost everyone, the downside usually comes to mind first. That’s not to say we are all naturally depressives. It’s more that we all find the negative harder to deal with and so naturally focus on that side of things before moving on to the bright side of life. Read and tweak everything you write before you post it, to make it just that little bit more upbeat.
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Key idea: Tone








If you are trying to be serious, then don’t attempt to crack a joke. If you want your writing to be light-hearted, then avoid sombre words. Decide what tone you want for your article and stick to it. Remember that you can be funny without being flippant and serious without making your reader burst into tears.
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ELIMINATING THE EXCESS


When you were a student you will have been asked to write essays of, say, 5,000 words. If you were a little uncertain of your subject, you would waffle a bit to make what you were writing stretch to fit the word count you had been set.


Nobody now will read wasted or excess words. Here are our top five tips for avoiding them:



1  Use titles and subtitles to break up text. You can then omit any introductory sentences in the new sections.



2  Use bullet points to help keep your points short and to avoid the repetition of an introductory sentence. For example, instead of bullet-pointing the above standards, we would have had to have a new sentence for each one that began ‘Another standard is...’



3  Avoid needless phrases such as ‘in order to’, ‘all of a sudden’ or ‘as a matter of fact’. Just use ‘to’, ‘suddenly’ or ‘truly’ instead, to avoid the waffle.



4  Remove any redundant words that repeat what you have already said. Common phrases such as ‘close proximity’ and ‘past experience’ can be reduced to just one word.



5  Remove any unconfident (such as ‘seems’, ‘possibly’, ‘sort of’, ‘may’) or arrogant (‘indeed’, ‘of course’, ‘surely’, ‘exactly’, ‘obviously’) -sounding words. They are unnecessary and your content will read much better without them.


SIMPLE SENTENCES AND PARAGRAPHS


Keep your sentences short and to the point – we have just covered how to get rid of unnecessary words, so don’t let any sneak into your text. Long sentences are harder to read.


Every time you draft the word ‘and’, consider replacing it with a full stop. For example:


On Sunday afternoon we took the children to the zoo and saw the animals, many of which were being fed because by coincidence we arrived at exactly the right time. (30 words)


On Sunday afternoon we took the children to the zoo. We saw the animals. Luckily, we arrived at feeding time. We took some great photographs. (25 words)


Paragraphs don’t need to be long. They can contain as few as two sentences. A paragraph needs to make a single point. If that point needs detailed explanation, a second paragraph can provide it.


Paragraphs show people when it is a good time to pause. The reader will scan a paragraph quickly, then pause to absorb its meaning before moving on. If your paragraphs are long and unwieldy, they will be harder to read and understand.


Like sentences, the phrases and words you use should be easy to understand and quick to process. When proofreading your text, if you find yourself having to reread sentences to understand their meaning, you need to edit them.


If you are stumbling on something you have written, imagine the difficulty your readers will have. Your readers shouldn’t need to use a dictionary to process what you have written. Use everyday words and avoid reaching too often for the thesaurus. If you do use unusual or technical words, be sure to explain their meaning.


If you use an acronym (e.g. AA, AONB, etc.), think about whether your audience will know what the letters stand for. Never assume that your readers will know what an acronym stands for. It is good practice to spell out the acronym in full the first time you use it. For example:


It is an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB).


Don’t do this every time the acronym turns up, though, as your sentences will appear clunky and will be longer than they need to be.
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Key idea: Metaphor








Good writing paints pictures in the reader’s mind. When explaining something quite complicated, comparing it with something the reader probably knows well will make it easier to understand. For example, you might describe the difference between marketing and sales like this: ‘Marketing is sending your girlfriend chocolates and flowers, and sales is asking her to marry you.’
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