


[image: images]






[image: images]





For my wonderful Dad.


Thank you for everything, especially for always being there for me, time after time . . .
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MAX


The moment I wake up, the salty smell of bacon fills my nose, and my eyes fly open, excitement zipping through my veins like electricity. Mum only makes us bacon butties in bed on special occasions, and today’s special because . . . it’s our birthday! WOO-HOO!


My feet twitch, my stomach rumbles and every inch of me itches to run downstairs, but I force myself to stay put, waiting for Mum and Dad to burst through my bedroom door with a chorus of ‘Happy Birthday’ like they do every year.


Suddenly I hear footsteps on the stairs – this is it! I pull my duvet up to my chin, screw my eyes shut tight and even snore a little for effect. Three . . . two . . . one . . .


Nothing.


I open one eye. Then two.


Then the smoke alarm goes off.


Uh-oh.


ANNI


The screeching alarm jolts me awake like an electric shock.


Omigosh! Is the house on fire? My heart hammers as I scramble out of bed and hurry downstairs, fire-safety instructions streaming through my head. Get outside as quickly and safely as possible, do not take your possessions, do not stop, do not panic.


How are you meant to NOT panic? We could all die in a blazing inferno! My pulse quickens, and – I can’t help it – I break into a run, desperate to get to the front door, to safety, when suddenly I trip – ‘Oof!’


‘Anni!’ Mum cries, hurrying over. ‘Are you OK?’


‘We have to get out! There’s a fire!’ I cry, jumping up.


‘No, darling, it’s just your dad burning breakfast.’ She sighs, standing on tiptoe and flapping a tea towel at the incessant alarm. ‘Max! What have I told you about leaving your football kit in the middle of the floor?’


‘That Anni’ll be bound to trip over it?’ Max smirks, ambling downstairs. ‘Why can’t you just look where you’re going for once, Anni?’


‘Well why can’t you just put things away for once?’ I retort.


‘It’s not my fault you got all the clumsy genes!’


‘I’m not clumsy!’ My cheeks burn. ‘Besides, it’s better than . . . than getting all the stupid genes!’


Max scowls. ‘Better than—’


‘Twins, please!’ Mum cries, finally swatting the smoke alarm into silent submission. ‘Not today. It’s your birthday!’


Our birthday? I’d almost forgotten! I’m thirteen at last. A teenager!


‘Come on, let’s have breakfast,’ Mum says with a smile, wrapping her arms around us and leading us into the smoky kitchen.


‘Happy birthday!’ Dad cries, turning, red-faced, from the hob, brandishing a sizzling frying pan. ‘You like your bacon crispy, right?’


My stomach lurches as Dad scoops the shrivelled black curls on to a slice of bread, but he looks so hopeful I force a smile. ‘Yum!’


MAX


Yum? Seriously?


‘Er, there’s crispy, then there’s cremated!’ I laugh, pushing my plate away as I join Anni and Mum at the kitchen table. ‘No thanks!’


‘Max! Don’t be so rude!’ Anni chides, biting into her sandwich. ‘It’s delicious!’


CRUNCH!


I wince. She’ll be lucky if she hasn’t broken a tooth! Serves her right. Goody-two-shoes Anni is always making me look bad in front of Mum and Dad, but there’s being polite, then there’s getting food poisoning, and I can’t risk that – not today of all days!


‘Mu-um,’ I wheedle. ‘Please can you cook some more? You know just how I like it – pink and floppy. And it is my birthday . . .’


‘I’m sorry, love, there’s no more bacon. How about cornflakes instead?’ she suggests.


‘Er . . . I used the last of the milk in my coffee,’ Dad says guiltily. ‘Sorry.’


‘I’ll just have toast.’ I sigh.


‘Actually . . . we’re out of bread too,’ he confesses.


‘But . . . it’s the Cup Final today!’ I cry. ‘I need my strength!’


‘So stop being a princess, and eat your bacon butty like everyone else,’ Anni scolds.


‘You mean like you and Dad,’ I correct her. ‘Mum’s not eating one either.’


‘Oh I . . . um . . . already ate,’ Mum says, glancing at Dad, her freckled cheeks growing as pink as Anni’s do when she fibs. Case closed.


‘Present time!’ Dad cries, rushing into the hall and returning with two brightly wrapped parcels. ‘One each now, and the rest this evening.’


I grin as he hands me a shoebox-shaped present. YES! It’s the designer football boots I’ve spent months begging for! Now there’ll be no stopping my goal-scoring skills in today’s match!


I tear through the paper at record speed, but – no!


‘What’s the matter, Max?’ Mum frowns. ‘Are they the wrong size?’


‘No . . . they’re the wrong boots!’


‘They look the same to me,’ Dad says, peering over my shoulder. ‘Same colour . . .’


‘But they’re not the right brand!’ I point at the logo. ‘I’ve never even heard of this make.’


‘Brand names are for pretentious idiots!’ Dad sniffs, folding his arms over his round belly. ‘These were half the price of the designer boots you showed me, and the reviews are just as good.’


‘But . . .’


‘Honestly, Max, they’re just boots!’ Anni scoffs. ‘Who cares what brand you wear as long as you play well?’


Grr. ‘The right boots will help me play well!’ I explain.


‘A bad workman blames his tools!’ she trills.


‘Oh shut up, Anni!’ I yell, slamming the box down on the table. ‘Like you know anything about football boots! Or any sport, come to that!’


‘Max! Anni! Please!’ Mum scolds, running her hands through her frazzled blonde hair. ‘What Anni means is you don’t need special boots to play well, love. You’re a brilliant footballer. Why don’t you try them on? Have a kick-around.’


‘But then you won’t be able to return them!’


‘Max!’ Anni gasps. ‘Don’t be such a spoilt brat!’


I scowl at her, my insides churning. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, it’s just . . . I had my heart set on those boots – I’ve been dreaming about them for months – and today they could make all the difference in the Cup Final . . .


‘No. Max is right,’ Dad says tightly. ‘If he doesn’t want these boots, I’ll return them.’ He picks up the box.


‘Really? Thanks, Dad!’


‘But you’re not getting any replacements.’


‘What?’ I stare at him. ‘But Dad! That’s so unfair!’


‘Case closed!’ Dad thunders, shoving the shoebox into a cupboard and slamming the door.


ANNI


Way to spoil our birthday, Max.


I glare at him as he slumps in his chair, arms folded, like a toddler having a tantrum. He’s so immature! You’d never believe he’s thirteen. Or my twin.


Dad takes a deep breath, trying to calm down. ‘Anni, sweetheart, why don’t you open your present?’


I carefully unwrap the pretty silver wrapping paper and pull out a top. At least, I think it’s a top. It’s nearly long enough to be a dress, and baggy enough to fit about three of me! And it’s pink. Bright, Barbie-doll pink. I NEVER wear pink.


Max snorts.


‘Do say if you don’t like it, won’t you, Anni?’ Mum says anxiously. ‘I wasn’t sure, but the shop assistant said that style’s very “in” at the moment, and—’


‘It’s lovely!’ I insist, forcing a smile as I jump up to kiss them both. There’s no way I can let Mum and Dad see how much I hate it, especially after Max’s outburst. ‘I love it! Thank you so much!’


‘You’re welcome.’ Dad smiles and kisses my cheek. ‘Happy birthday! I’m really sorry, I have to work late again tonight, but—’


‘What?’ Max’s head snaps up. ‘You’re still coming to my match, though, right?’


‘I’m sorry, mate—’


‘But it’s the Cup Final!’ Max protests. ‘Is it because I didn’t like the boots? I’m really, really sorry!’


‘No, it’s nothing to do with that.’ Dad sighs. ‘You know I’d be there if I could, but I have to work and—’


‘You always have to work,’ Max mutters bitterly, kicking the table.


‘Max!’ Mum chides.


‘I’ll make it up to you,’ Dad promises. ‘Why don’t you both invite some friends over for a birthday tea?’


‘That’s not the same,’ Max grumbles.


‘Well . . . I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do.’ Dad shrugs wearily, picking up his jacket. ‘I’ve got to go.’


‘Can you film it for him, Mum?’ Max asks as Dad hurries out. ‘Then we can all watch it together afterwards?’


Mum winces. ‘Actually . . . I’m really sorry, but something’s come up and—’


‘You’re not coming either?’ Max exclaims, horrified.


‘I’m so sorry, love. It’s just this once. I’ll be back by six thirty—’


‘I don’t believe it!’ Max jumps up, knocking his chair over with a loud clatter. ‘Neither of you are coming? To the biggest match of the season? On my birthday?’ He storms out of the kitchen.


‘Max, wait!’ Mum hurries after him.


I roll my eyes, take another bite of my sandwich, then realize no one’s watching, and dump the rest in the bin. Yuck!


MAX


‘Hey, Max, wait up!’ Ben cries, running over and leaping on to my shoulders as I cut across the village green.


‘Get off!’ I grumble, shrugging him off.


‘Cheer up, mate!’ Ben grins. ‘I got you a prezzie! Sorry, I didn’t have time to wrap it.’ He pulls a king-size chocolate bar from his bag. ‘Happy birthday!’


‘Thanks, Ben!’ Maybe things are looking up! I rip the wrapper and hungrily tuck in.


‘Easy – you don’t want to get stomach ache before the big match.’ Ben laughs. ‘Did you get those football boots you wanted?’


My smile slips. ‘No. Dad got the wrong ones.’


‘Oh no!’


‘And they’re not even coming to watch.’


‘What a shame.’ Ben frowns. ‘Actually, Max I wanted to ask you—’


‘Heads up!’


Out of nowhere, a football smacks into the side of my head, knocking me sprawling into the mud. ‘OUCH!’


‘Sorry, mate!’ I look up and recognize Jake Kane, Farlington School’s goalie, jogging over. ‘You’re gonna need better reflexes than that to beat us in the Cup Final! Hope I haven’t bruised that pretty ickle face of yours? You’re a delicate lot at Bridgehill, aren’t you?’


I scowl at him. Delicate? I’ll give him delicate! I jump to my feet, grab the ball and hurl it back at him as hard as I can, but he sidesteps suddenly and the ball whizzes straight past – smashing the window of a nearby house.


Uh-oh.


Ben gasps.


The front door flies open and an old lady totters out, wiping her hands on a tea towel.


‘Who did that?’ she yells, glaring at us.


Jake immediately points at me, and my cheeks grow hot.


‘I’m sorry. It was an accident!’ I insist.


‘Flipping kids!’ she snaps. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Max Sanchez,’ Jake yells. ‘He goes to Bridgehill School.’


I glare at him.


‘Well, you’ll be paying for that window, Max Sanchez, make no mistake!’


I sigh. Today just keeps getting better and better.


ANNI


I check my watch for the millionth time as I wait on Belle’s chilly garden wall. We’re going to be late if she doesn’t hurry up, but she’s warned me not to ring her doorbell. She says it gives her mum a headache, but we’ve been friends for three months now, ever since I moved here, and I haven’t been inside her house once. She always wants to hang out at mine instead. I can’t help feeling that maybe she’s a bit embarrassed by me. I shiver and pull my coat tighter. Even on a sunny day it’s so much colder up here than in London.


Suddenly Belle storms out of her house, marches down the driveway – and straight past me!


‘Belle? Are you OK?’ I ask, hurrying after her.


‘Don’t ask,’ she mutters, hugging her arms tightly.


OK.


Belle’s not exactly a morning person – but I know it’s nothing personal. Sometimes her moods last all day and sometimes they blow over in minutes. But even when she’s angry, she’s one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever seen, her cheeks flushed, flame-red curls springing in all directions, her grass-green eyes burning with hazel flecks.


She looks at me. ‘What have you done to your hair?’


‘Do you like it?’ I smile, my hands flying to the fishtail plait I’d spent ages on this morning, determined to look sophisticated now I’m thirteen.


Belle shrugs. ‘I prefer it loose.’


‘Oh.’ I pull my hairband off and begin unwinding the strands.


‘Here, I’ll help. After all, it’s your first day of being a teenager – you need to look the part. Happy birthday, by the way.’


‘Thanks!’ I beam. She remembered! I wasn’t sure she would. She’s sometimes a bit forgetful. She often leaves stuff at home, but I’m always happy to lend her my things. Speaking of which . . .


‘Have you finished with my mobile yet, Belle? Only Mum’s been asking—’


‘Sorry, I forgot – it’s in my room.’


‘Right . . .’ I glance back at her house. It’s literally steps away.


‘Come on, we’re running late – I’ll bring it round after school if you like? Or do you have birthday plans?’


‘Actually Mum’s cooking a birthday dinner and Dad said we could invite some friends.’ I smile. ‘Would you like to come?’


‘Course!’ Belle grins. ‘Straight after school?’


‘No, Max has a football match and Mum and Dad have to work late, so it’ll be about six thirty.’


‘Wait.’ Belle stops walking. ‘So your house will be empty for three and a half hours?’


‘Well . . . yes.’


Her eyes light up. ‘Awesome! Party time!’


I falter. ‘Oh, well, I’m not sure . . .’


‘Anni, it’s your birthday! You’re thirteen! You have to have a party!’


My skin tingles with excitement. But . . . I can’t throw a party without asking Mum and Dad, can I? I bite my lip, thinking fast. They are always encouraging me to make more friends, and they did say we could invite a few people round for dinner – they’d just be getting there a bit early, that’s all . . .


‘But it’s such short notice – won’t people have to get home?’


Belle shakes her head. ‘Not everyone has a straight-home-from-school curfew, you know!’


‘But who would I even invite? I don’t really know many people at school.’


‘Exactly! This is the perfect way for you to get to know people!’ Belle insists. ‘After all, they’d have to talk to you at your own party, right?’


My heart swells with hope. I’d love to make more friends. It’s been so difficult since we moved to Yorkshire after Christmas. For me at least. Max’s football skills and loud mouth soon scored him a whole gang of mates, but it’s harder for me, especially as everyone else was already in friendship groups.


I still have nightmares about my first day here. I felt so alone, so homesick, especially when I walked through the canteen at lunchtime. I didn’t know anyone, had no idea where to sit, and then when I finally spotted a free chair next to a girl from my class, she hastily shoved her bag on to it and I almost burst into tears. I might’ve done, if it hadn’t been for Belle.


‘But – but what if no one comes?’ I ask anxiously now. How mortifying would that be? ‘Besides, we haven’t got time to go shopping for food and drink or anything –’


‘Anni, you silly bean, of course people will come!’ Belle laughs. ‘And all we need is a house and a stereo. I’ll sort the tunes, the invites – everything. My mum is the queen of parties – she throws them all the time! Leave everything to me.’


‘But—’


‘Anni, sweetie, stop worrying!’ She cups my face in her hands and I stare into her gleaming green eyes. ‘You need this party. You deserve this party. How else are people going to discover what a sweet, thoughtful, kind, lovely person you are?’


A rush of warmth floods through me. She really thinks I’m all those things? I still can’t believe my luck at being befriended by bright, beautiful, blazing Belle that first lunchtime. I’ll never understand why she picked me to sit next to her and be her BFF, and I’ll never be able to repay her. Or maybe I can . . .


‘Please have a party, Anni!’ she begs. ‘Please, please, please, with a cherry on top and whipped cream and chocolate sauce and hundreds and thousands and—’


‘OK!’ I giggle. ‘But only invite a few people!’


‘YES!’ Belle squeals, grabbing my hands and jumping up and down. ‘You’re the best best friend in the entire WORLD!’


I beam. Maybe this birthday is going to turn out well after all.


MAX


This is the worst birthday ever.




a) I got the wrong present and had no (edible) breakfast.


b) I broke a window (and it wasn’t even my fault!), then had to spend twenty minutes sweeping up the broken glass while grumpy Mrs MacCready yabbered on and on about ‘young people these days’.


c) I finally got to school only to discover the old crone’s already called and doomed me to lunchtime detention even though Ben ran ahead and tried to explain what had happened!


d) We’ve got our Year 8 maths test first thing, which, of course, I forgot to revise for.




Terrific.


I slump down at a table near the back of the classroom.


Then I grit my teeth. The world may be out to get me, but this is my birthday and I’m not going down without a fight! Time for a Max Sanchez Oscar-winning performance!


I clutch my stomach and stick my hand up in the air. ‘Miss!’


‘Yes, Max?’ Ms Ford says.


‘Miss, I – I don’t feel very well!’ I moan, pulling my best I’m dying face.


She looks concerned, just as expected.


But then Ben opens his big mouth.


‘Oh no! Was it that king-size chocolate bar I gave you?’ he says anxiously. ‘I warned you it could give you stomach ache!’


I glare at him.


‘Dear me, chocolatitis, is it?’ Ms Ford raises an eyebrow. ‘Carameasles? Or PAIN au chocolat?’


A giggle spreads round the room and I scowl. Her jokes are so pathetic. If I wasn’t supposed to be ill, I could top them all by saying I’m Sickers.


‘No, miss, I really don’t feel well – I think I might throw up!’ I clap my hand over my mouth and make a retching noise so convincing that several girls nearby squeal and jump out of their chairs.


Awesome.


‘Oh dear.’ Ms Ford frowns. ‘In that case, you’d better come with me.’


Result! I grab my bag, clutching my stomach as I head for the door – no test for me!


But suddenly she pulls out a chair at the front.


‘You can sit here. That way I’ll be on hand if you feel unwell.’


‘What?’ I blink. ‘But –’


‘Here.’ She passes me the waste-paper bin. ‘Just in case.’


‘But, miss . . . !’


‘Max, the only “but” I want from you is your butt on that chair. Now.’


I slump down, defeated.


Pants.


ANNI


‘Omigosh, that test was so HARD!’ I moan to Belle as we head outside at break-time. ‘I couldn’t even understand some of the questions, let alone answer them, and we’re in top set!’ I hate to think what score Max got – he didn’t even revise.


‘It wasn’t that bad.’ Belle shrugs.


I frown. ‘What mark did you get?’ Our teacher deliberately mixed up our test sheets before she handed them round for us to mark.


‘A hundred.’


Full marks? I only got seventy-two!


‘I could come round and help you study at the weekend if you like?’ Belle offers. ‘Maybe even sleep over? Mum’s having one of her parties, so I’ll be super-bored at home anyway.’


‘Thanks,’ I say. But that won’t change my results . . . What if everyone else in top set got full marks? What if I get moved down – away from Belle? Mum and Dad will be SO disappointed in me! Why oh why didn’t I revise harder? I’m so worried about it, I don’t pay attention in my next lesson and get two answers wrong. I’m going to get moved down in all my classes if I’m not careful, and that would be a complete and utter disaster!


‘Stop frowning, Anni – it’ll give you wrinkles,’ Belle chides as we join the lunch queue. ‘You’ve gotta look after your skin now you’re a teenager, you know. In fact . . .’ She squints at my face. ‘Is that a little spot?’


‘What?’ I gasp, horrified. ‘Where?’


‘Just by your nose.’


My hand flies to my face.


‘Don’t touch it!’ Belle tuts. ‘You’ll make it worse.’


‘Sorry!’ I swear I can now feel the spot throbbing on my face. Omigosh, can everyone else see it too? It feels like Vesuvius about to erupt!


‘Don’t worry, I’ve got my make-up in my bag – I’ll fix it after lunch.’ She eyes the counter as the queue moves forward. ‘Hmm, vegetable lasagne or chicken salad. No contest. Salad, please!’ she tells the dinner lady.


‘Um, same please,’ I say distractedly.


‘Anni . . .’ Belle sighs. ‘You’re such a sheep.’


I blink. ‘What?’


‘You don’t have to have the same as me every day, you know? Make your own decisions.’


‘OK – lasagne, please.’


‘Are you only having that now because I told you to?’ Belle raises an eyebrow.


‘Lasagne or salad?’ the dinner lady asks impatiently.


‘Um . . . I . . .’ I stare at her, flustered. Which should I choose? If I go for salad, I’m copying Belle, and if I choose lasagne she’ll think I’m just doing what she told me to!


‘Salad, then,’ the dinner lady says briskly, passing me a bowl of limp lettuce and shrivelled chicken.


Belle shakes her head. ‘Anni, Anni, Anni.’


I stare miserably at my plate as I follow Belle towards the tables. After my horrible half-breakfast, I could really do with lasagne. What kind of idiot can’t even choose their own lunch? No wonder Belle’s embarrassed by me.


‘Hey, guys!’ she cries as we pass a table of Year 9s. ‘Party at Anni’s house after school! Thirty-three, Elm Road – four o’clock! Be there or be square!’


What? ‘Belle!’ I hiss, once we’re out of earshot. ‘Do you even know them?’


‘Not yet.’ She grins. ‘But if we get in with super-hot Idris and his crowd, we’ll be instantly popular!’


‘Idris?’ I glance back at the table. Several of the guys are good-looking, but one is so gorgeous he looks like he just stepped straight off a movie set. He has a lovely kind smile, and eyes as blue as the summer sky. ‘The blond guy?’


‘No, that’s George. He’s cute too, but Idris’s parents are LOADED!’ Belle winks. ‘Much better boyfriend material. Omigosh, look!’ She points at a girl with short spiky red hair studying the canteen noticeboard, nodding along to her earphones and munching on a carrot stick. ‘Freaky Freya is singing to herself again! Lame!’


‘So lame!’ I agree, but the mean words taste sour in my mouth. I’ve got nothing against Freya. She’s got an amazing singing voice, and I think her hair’s really cool . . . but only an idiot would contradict their one and only friend. I am all too aware how little it would take for me to be in Freya’s shoes. Just a few more bad decisions (like the salad) and Belle could easily realize that I’m lame too, then I’d be the loner in the dining room, like I was that first day.


Besides, I reason, Freya seems happy enough by herself, jigging away to her music – and it’s not like she can hear us with her earphones in, so no harm done, right?


‘What’s she doing now?’ Belle frowns, moving closer as Freya writes something on a notice. ‘Omigosh, she’s auditioning for the school musical? It’s Wicked! Anni, we should totally audition!’


My stomach clenches.


‘Can’t you just see me as Glinda?’ Belle bats her eyelashes.


‘Absolutely. You should totally audition – you’d be amazing!’ I gush. ‘But I really, really can’t.’ I get tongue-tied at the best of times and cannot think of a single thing worse than standing on a stage in front of a roomful of strangers, trying to sing!


‘Come on, Anni!’ Belle nudges me, and I nearly drop my tray. ‘You can’t be any worse than Freaky Freya!’


I freeze. I can’t believe she said that, with Freya standing right in front of us! But Freya doesn’t even turn. Her music must be really loud. Phew.


‘Besides, I need my BFF for moral support!’


I bite my lip, totally torn. Just minutes ago, Belle was telling me to make my own decisions, and this one’s a no-brainer . . . but maybe being a good friend is more important?


‘Please, Anni,’ she wheedles. ‘Don’t let me down – I can’t do it without you.’


Decision made.


‘OK.’


‘Yes!’ Belle cries, scribbling our names on the list. ‘You’re a star, Anni Sanchez. We’re going to rock this audition!’


A warm feeling rushes through me and I smile. But as I follow Belle into the crowded audition room half an hour later, that warmth has turned into stone-cold fear. Somehow I’d thought it’d only be Year 8s auditioning – which would be bad enough – but the room is full of kids from all year groups. There’s Freya, and Idris, and – omigosh – George! I look away quickly as he glances over, feeling sick with nerves. I am so out of my depth.


‘Belle,’ I hiss. ‘I can’t do this!’


‘Don’t be silly!’ She laughs. ‘It’ll be fun. Besides, what else are we going to do all lunchtime? It’s thundering outside.’


I glance at the pouring rain, but even standing out there getting drenched seems like a better option.


Suddenly Ms Davis, our drama teacher, claps her hands. ‘Right, everyone, let’s get warmed up!’


My cheeks are already about as warm as they can possibly get, but I copy her as she leads us through the stretches.


‘Now, I’m going to play some music, and I want you all to move around the room pretending to be animals.’


What? It’s one thing copying a few dance moves, singing, or reading from a script, but pretending to be an animal? In front of everyone? I did not sign up for that. What if I make a complete fool of myself? But I can’t just stand here doing nothing either! My heart patters in my chest as I gaze around, panicking. Freya is snuffling around the hall like a pig, and soon I recognize rabbits, cats, dogs, and a bunch of guys leaping around like monkeys. Everyone’s joining in – except me. Pick an animal, Anni, quick! But what? Belle swoops past, fluttering her fingers daintily like a bird, and I do the same – maybe we could be a flock? – but she rolls her eyes, and her voice rings in my ears: ‘You’re such a sheep, Anni!’ So I sit down in the corner, trying to make myself as small and invisible as possible. I’m not going to get into the musical anyway, and if anyone asks, I’ll just say I’m a sheep. Fitting, huh?
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