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This book is dedicated to my mother, Nancy Milne Haff (1947–2010), who from the beginning to the end, taught me it was okay to cry.

BRANDON STOSUY

This book is dedicated to all the criers: thank you for your service.

ROSE LAZAR
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Introduction The Origins and Ongoing Story of Sad Happens


A number of years ago, I realized how many people were crying around me. It felt like it kept escalating. I wasn’t sure if that was actually the case, though, or if it was the usual amount of crying people, and I’d just started to pay attention.

Once you start noticing something, you see more of it. Like when you go to a car wash, on the way home you might notice how everyone else’s car looks dirty, even though you were driving a dirty car too just a few minutes ago and hadn’t thought much of it.

What stuck with me was the variety of the situations. I saw folks crying in surprising settings (a guy crying in an art supply store), people crying in what turned out to be common settings (many, many people cry while jogging), people crying while doing something mundane (one guy while eating a corn muffin, a few others while vaping), and people who stuck out for other reasons (see: a guy wearing a homemade T-shirt emblazoned with the phrase YOU’VE GOT A FRIEND AT VERIZON).

I kept thinking about the gap between what I was witnessing in public and the private interiority that their tears acknowledged. I wanted to know their stories. Why were these people crying? Were they in the middle of an intractable conflict? Did they just get terrible news? Had they made it to the other side of a seemingly impossible situation? And, most importantly, what was up with the guy with the mohawk who cried as he ate chopped melon from a bodega fruit salad?

I started tweeting my random encounters with tears on the streets of New York, and to my surprise, tens of thousands of people started liking, retweeting, and commenting on my tweets, or DMing me about their own crying encounters. One particular tweet I’d sent out into the world, about someone crying on the subway, pausing to smile and take a selfie, and then crying again—a true story—currently has more than a million views.

Everybody cries, obviously, and so these things resonate. When you’re the one crying you can feel quite alone, but you truly aren’t. As I reported on what I saw, it turned into an unexpected way to find common ground with strangers. People related. On one hand, people feel a deep resonance with strangers when they see someone crying. Reading my tweets, they probably felt empathetic toward the picture the words conjured in their mind. Judging from all the crying and laughing emojis, they also maybe remembered times when they had cried in a less-than-ideal place: tears can be profound, but when their profundity meets a casual moment, it can quickly turn to absurdity.

Over a few years, I’ve posted about people crying hundreds of times. Some used a basic format of “guy crying” followed by how, when, or where I saw them crying. In other cases, I’d write about sad situations more generally. For some, I’d add the hashtag #holocene, a reference to a sad song, “Holocene,” by the musician Bon Iver. It’s one of those songs with largely indecipherable lyrics setting a mood for an expansively expressive backdrop that can make anything depressingly beautiful at a moment’s notice—like the time I saw my old office’s IT guy packing his bag just to leave for the day; “Holocene” started playing on my iTunes and I almost broke down.

I’ve spent a large part of my life listening to and writing about music. I started the “Holocene” hashtag one morning when I still worked at the online music publication Pitchfork and was surrounded by music as part of my nine-to-five job. (I made a joke about someone desperately doing push-ups the night before their high school reunion while listening to “Holocene,” and it became internet shorthand for acknowledging a poignant moment). Music, especially the sort I’m drawn to, has a tendency to make anything feel like the climactic scene in a movie. It’s why I cry so often when jogging and listening to Explosions in the Sky and why most movies have a song playing during their climactic scene. (It’s worth noting that on my last day at Pitchfork, someone played “Holocene” over the office stereo as I walked out the door for the last time. It felt like the finale to some John Hughes film from the eighties.)

Back to my dispatches on tears: I had a few rules for posting. I never actually approached anyone who was crying; I didn’t want to meddle. I also didn’t ever want to make fun of anyone. The tweets were never mocking; they just explained what I saw, with no embellishments.

It’s worth noting that I’ve only ever reported on “guys” crying, though I never specified if that person was male or female. I didn’t do this to intentionally flip a stereotype; it just so happened that the first few people I saw crying were men, and so I stuck with it. That said, it did dawn on me pretty quickly that this choice to keep things gender-neutral made every story feel more relatable. For example, I’ll tweet about “some guy” crying and both men and women will reply “that was me.” And it is. That’s part of what I like about this kind of writing: It’s easy to see yourself in these various people—even if you’ve never cried while eating a corn muffin. I realized that when placed together, these tweets gained power. They were specific, yet universal; it felt like an ongoing narrative. Is it always the same “guy”? Is it all of us?



At some point a small press approached me about doing a poetry collection or chapbook based on the tweets. I reached out to my friend Rose to see if she’d help me illustrate it. I was curious what she’d see in the words I’d decided to jot down. I’d been inspired by people I saw, and I thought the book needed images as well. Visual art, like music, has a way of adding weight to just about any moment. I knew she’d be able to bring certain details into fuller focus for the reader.

We met up, and as we talked, we realized this should be a bigger project. We saw it as an opportunity to hear from artists and nonartists, friends and strangers, about their experiences of crying. In this way, we were able to paint a larger emotional landscape. Instead of snapshots without context, Sad Happens is the collective, multifaceted archive of tears it always needed to be. It became a way to get to the why of crying that had always interested me and that I’d never had the guts to ask about. In a way, Twitter provided the community, while the book format offered the possibility of going deeper.

Rose, who I’ve known for a long time, since we both lived in Buffalo, ended up illustrating each of the one hundred and fifteen stories in Sad Happens (including her own). She’s a great friend: She came over and decorated my kid’s room before he was born because I was in New Jersey with my wife at my mother’s funeral. I arrived home from that sad trip to find a beautifully painted room, filled with framed illustrations of birds, mushrooms, and other magical little things. Both of my children grew up with her art on their walls. It’s the first art they knew.

I’ve watched her businesses—Cosmic Peace Studio and the limited-edition press Aventures LTD, which she started with her husband, the musician Robert A.A. Lowe—grow in the most mellow, organic way. As much as her businesses have grown, her DIY ethos has remained. In her work, she references the past via song lyrics, movie quotes, and iconic symbols. There’s a nostalgia to everything she creates, and I find that often when I cry, it’s about something nostalgic—a friend I don’t know so well anymore, how fast my kids are growing, the smell of cut grass that brings me back to my childhood. When Rose and I met to discuss this book in her studio, I mentioned some Adam Sandler comedy special I’d watched where he sang a song about Chris Farley, and we both got teary. This book is a logical extension of our shared sensibility (and sentimentality).

So, from the start, I thought of the book in terms of collaboration.

From there, the first person I asked to contribute was my old friend Matt Berninger. He’s the singer of a band called the National, and we’ve known each other for more than twenty years. Before the National was big, long before they won a Grammy or he’d done a duet with Taylor Swift, I remember sitting in a bar in Manhattan and being handed a copy of the Village Voice; Matt was bummed that the National was getting tiny write-ups, while Interpol had a full page. His voice cracking, he worried they’d never be the band with a full-page feature in the Village Voice.

Matt’s very well-known now for his very sad lyrics (for example, from the song “Sorrow”: “Sorrow found me when I was young / Sorrow waited, sorrow won”), and his band has an album called Sad Songs for Dirty Lovers. So, yeah, Matt related to this project, sent me an essay, and then started reaching out to some of his friends whom he thought might want to contribute.

The second person I got in touch with, through Matt, was the musician Phoebe Bridgers. Her album Stranger in the Alps was the soundtrack of this book’s early origins; it quite often made (and still makes) me cry. When I listened to it, it put me in the right mood to dig deep into my and other people’s tears. It was fitting, too, considering the early tweet origins of the collection, that she writes about crying in public in her contribution to Sad Happens.

Then the floodgates opened.

Rose and I began asking a number of folks to participate. We hit up friends and friends of friends. Then I went back to where it all began and tweeted a request for submissions. The tweet read: “I’m working on a book about crying. I would love to hear from people who have jobs that maybe bring them in direct contact with tears: funeral directors, emergency response workers, fire fighters, florists, stay-at-home parents, etc. Please reach out via DM.”

More than a hundred people responded, and their candor has made Sad Happens stronger, more comprehensive, and quirkier. This is also why the list of contributors now includes a bereavement counselor, an ICU nurse, a spin class instructor, a pet communicator, a bookstore employee, an investigative reporter, a vintage clothes seller, a florist, and a zookeeper.

All to say: This book is a collaboration, and it would not have worked if it was written by one person. It’s a gathering of longtime friends and associates who have cried together, or maybe cried apart from each other. (We’ve laughed together too. Sometimes crying and laughing happen at the same time, or near each other, and I think you’ll see that with this book too.) It’s also a collaboration between me and relative strangers—people who saw my call for stories about crying and decided to let me—and you—into their lives.



Sad Happens has gotten bigger in scope because of its contributors, but even more because the project is meeting a moment. It’s been a tough few years. And while every year could be tough—you never know the year that you’ll lose your job or experience a profound loss—as we put this book together, it felt like things just kept imploding. We’re living in a time of despair for many people—the pandemic, which brought an extraordinary loss of life; problematic Supreme Court rulings; war; the threat of climate castastrophe—and next to this we’re all battling the usual stress of work, everyday life, relationships, parenthood. For many people, it’s been harder to maintain balance or to want to keep going.

With that in mind, we plan to make a donation to benefit the Trevor Project, which provides suicide prevention and mental health crisis services to LGBTQ+ young people by phone, text, and chat. Through a toll-free telephone number, it operates the Trevor Lifeline, a confidential service that offers callers access to trained counselors. We’d like for Sad Happens to be a reading experience based on empathy and connectedness, and we’d also like to be able to help supply actual resources through sales of this book and this donation.



I tend to gravitate toward sad things. I wear black every day. My tattoos are all black. I think the Cure’s Disintegration is the best album ever made. Whenever I go out for work or to meet friends, my two young sons sing “Cat’s in the Cradle” to me. I’m a Buffalo Bills fan. I’m not really goth, though: I’m just someone who has a uniform, likes sad music, is raising my kids to have a dark sense of humor, and is a long-suffering sports fan.

But this isn’t a sad book, despite what the title says. It should be cathartic. I hope it helps people. The shared emotion of Sad Happens has real power: It gives us permission to open up, let down our guard, embrace those things that make us feel vulnerable. By sharing, we see that crying is universal, and that tears should, in fact, be celebrated.

One thing to note: I wanted to remove any sort of hierarchy from Sad Happens—tears exist outside of rank and value—so the stories are listed in alphabetical order by the crier’s last name. That’s the order. In this way, Sad Happens feels like a dictionary or almanac of tears.

Recently, a friend of mine told me that she felt like I’d been writing this book since she met me twenty years ago, and the truth is, I’ve likely been writing it one way or another even longer.

I cried about a thousand times while putting it together.






Hanif Abdurraqib (writer, poet)


The psychologist says that it is a perceived lack of control that triggers a sense of panic and helplessness in the brain. Another one says that it is the simple result of science: cabin pressure plus dehydration equals tears. All of this is supposed to explain why I have been on airplanes, staring into the creased leather on the back of a stranger’s headrest, and fighting back tears while listening to a specific howl in a portion of a song I’ve heard endless times, never moving me toward any such fluorescent emotion when earthbound.

There is no shortage of crying on airplanes. Babies screech and moan through their assorted discomforts. People watch movies on small screens and put their hands over their mouths while a single tear descends. I’ve seen it, sure. I’ve tried to look away, but I’ve been there too. You and I have perhaps met there, in that rarified garden of weeping. I am not ashamed of crying in public. Yet there is something about having it happen on an airplane that feels jarring. For me, it arrives unexpectedly. I’m in a metal container, affixed to a seat among people who might recognize the rush of emotion but might not be all that interested in talking about it.

I don’t want to combat science or psychology, but I would like to offer an alternative: If there is a heaven, and if it exists in the sky, and if it holds everyone I have loved and everyone I miss, it is certainly higher than the heights any airplane can reach. And yet, you are still suspended, well above any of the living people you love and also miss. Too high to touch the living, not high enough to be an audience to your beloved dead. I propose that this is the loneliest place. The body might not know it, but it doesn’t matter. The heart rings the loudest bell. Everything else falls in line.
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Farah Ali (writer, author of People Want to Live)


Two years ago, my cat hurt his leg in a fight with another cat in the street. He is a Persian, rescued by a friend. She had found him on the terrace of a mosque, abandoned by his previous owner. His long hair was matted and dirty. He was just a little over a year old then. A week after my friend found him, I adopted him. When allowed to grow unchecked, Gizmo’s hair can get wild and scraggly, getting up to three and a half inches long, the length of a crayon, blooming around his otherwise narrow body. Three vertical grooves on his forehead make him look slightly angry. But it’s all deceptive, the size and the grooves. He does not like being in the dark by himself. He sleeps as close as possible to another human. A stray kitten once made him run the other way.

The fight wounded his leg. The gash was large and open. Palish red blood matted the hair around it. He walked with a limp. I took him to the vet, where he sat on my lap quietly while we waited. Unlike other times at the vet, he wasn’t fidgety; the pain from his wound made him lose interest in the objects around him. At home, I realized I had forgotten to buy his medicine. I sat again in the car. I only drove for a minute before beginning to cry. There was no preamble of gentle weeping or sniffling. Straightaway, it was a loud, ugly wail. I was crying so hard I could not see and had to pull over. The force of the sobbing made my ribs ache. Then, the part of me that was observing this drama from above said to me with cool detachment, This is really about your father, you know.

My father had passed away a few months before this. In the forty-five minutes between getting a phone call that he wasn’t doing well and rushing home to pack a bag to get on a plane, he had died.

For weeks afterward I would get in the car and, if alone, begin to bawl. I had cried on the way to a reading, on the way back from a run, on the way to the supermarket.

Crying me argued, This time, it’s the cat, but the floating me said, No, it’s your father. I was angry now. Astral-projection me was observing me, making me feel like a spectacle. I stayed in the car until I could see again. Ultimately, the other me disappeared. I bought the ointment the cat needed. I went home. Banalities took over.

I haven’t cried like that for my father for a while. I would like to know that it’s because it’s been two years since he died and because grief has a natural path. But grief does not recognize time or logical causation. Being alive means losing people and, like in the Peter Gabriel song “I Grieve,” “life carries on in the people I meet.”
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Nada Alic (writer, author of Bad Thoughts)


In the weeks leading up to the release of my first book, I was working morning to night on endless administrative tasks while seated in the least ergonomic position: usually in bed or on the couch, with my neck strained forward and my wrists bent. I was in constant pain and being a big baby about it, so my friend suggested I visit a day spa in a little plaza near my house for a deep tissue massage. I’d never had a deep tissue massage (due to being a big baby), but my pain felt intense enough to warrant this kind of medical intervention. I approached the experience like an athlete recovering from training, except that my injuries were caused by staring at my computer for too long. (I hoped no one would be able to tell the difference, and maybe be impressed.)

A few minutes into the massage, something strange started happening to me: tears began leaking out of my face. These were not tears from physical pain, but from some deep primal wound that had been dislodged from my shoulder. The elderly woman kneaded my spine with her bare elbow, the tears turned to sobs. I suddenly had no control over what my face was doing; it felt less like I was crying than that crying was happening to me.

As a writer, I’ve chosen a life of the mind to the exclusion of the body, so whatever it’s up to feels like none of my business. In the spirit of efficiency, I do my best not to waste whatever metabolic process is required to generate tears, and, instead, I prefer to overthink something into submission or repress, repress, repress. If I must cry, it’s usually in private where I will let it out quickly, like a sneeze. My massage cry betrayed all of my bodily protocols.
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Halfway through my massage/emotional exorcism, my initial embarrassment gave way to relief. I’d been holding in so much over the last few months: the grief of letting my book go, the fear of what will happen to it, and the loneliness of writing it over the last three years. Instead of feeling it, I tried to work my way through it. But as they say, the body (annoyingly) does keep the score. I surrendered to it and wept uncontrollably; the massage therapist said nothing, but she laughed in a maternal way. I then understood that she made people cry all the time. She saw my pain and didn’t judge me. When it was over, I cried in the parking lot, and on the drive home. I kept driving and crying and I didn’t even cover my face. I came home and cried in the shower; I just kept crying until I was done.






Nabil Ayers (author, record label person)


When I was a child in New York City, my mother and my uncle used to take me to the World Trade Center the same way parents in other cities took their kids to the zoo or a sporting event. It was always a special outing that was inexpensive and accessible. My stomach dropped every time the elevator shot me up 110 stories, then I’d stand outside on the roof (you used to be able to do that) in awe, as my mother and uncle pointed toward far away neighborhoods in Brooklyn and Queens where our ancestors once lived, and to Long Island where my grandparents lived at the time.

The Twin Towers’ skeletal, unfinished frames served as the backdrop of my mother’s pregnancy photos, and to me, the towers stood as an iconic representation of New York City. They hid between blocks, magically appearing as landmarks when I needed direction. They watched over the city where I was born, and where several generations of my family had been raised.

I lived in Seattle in my twenties, and although I often traveled to New York, I never visited the World Trade Center as an adult. On 9/11, I hadn’t cried in a long time, and as I watched the news, I felt a sharp heat rising slowly in my throat. As I witnessed the horrific loss, I instinctively tried to push back my tears, but it was already too late. My eyes burned as I thought about my connection to the crumbling buildings on my TV screen.

I visualized the grainy photographs of my family visits to the towers—it never felt more important to dig them up than at that moment—and I stopped resisting the guttural noises and warm liquids that my face expelled. As I wiped my face dry with my shirtsleeve, I thought about how much I took the Twin Towers for granted, like a forgotten family member—even though I stopped visiting them, I thought they’d be there forever.
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Camae Ayewa (Black Quantum Futurism theorist, professor, poet, installation artist, playwright, composer)
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I wouldn’t normally identify myself as a crier, but looking at the year 2020 I probably cried the most I have in my life. Everything was sad. I wasn’t clear about my path both for my music and my space-time situation, and that uncertainty created within me a sense of despair that felt foreign to me. I must have dropped tears at least three to five times a day, which meant I was a watery mess and couldn’t take on any extra emotional stress. And, if you remember 2020, it was filled with front-page racism and violence and uprisings on top of viral anxieties, so it felt like I was forever crying. In October 2019, I remember asking the universe for a break from touring; I wanted to reorganize and restructure. When the world actually locked down I felt a bit of release and relief, but when the summer in Philadelphia turned to fall and winter, I had a realization: I didn’t want to spend my life in the so-called inner city; I wanted to be next to water and more nature and less city noise.

Once I realized what I needed to move forward, I started to put my intentions toward what I wanted for my life outside of touring and started thinking more about sustainability and letting go of the baggage that I had been holding on to that no longer served me in a positive way. I haven’t cried in a while because I haven’t needed to. Don’t get me wrong: I think crying is a good and healthy thing, and in the midst of all that crying, I was able to create eight albums that year and form connections and new relationships. While crying isn’t something I normally do, I think it’s beneficial to get in touch with those emotions. But, for me, crying has its own temporality. Like in the misheard lyrics of the Tina Turner song I’ve been singing wrong all these years: “I don’t really wanna cry no more—’cause it’s time for letting go.”






Samantha Ayson (creative)


Sensitivity is your superpower,” read a Slack DM a colleague sent me. I responded back, “lol.”

Is crying at work normal? I ask myself this question a lot because I cry at work a lot. Maybe Google knows the answer?

Google says it’s unprofessional, actually.

I often have to practice how not to cry before meetings that I know will reach a minimal threshold of tension. It never works and I end up crying anyway. My superpower is just too strong.

Whenever I cry at work, I’m mostly embarrassed that someone else had to witness that. The irony about being hypersensitive is that you mostly experience the world outside of your own body. I’m on Zoom, ugly crying, and I’m thinking about how you’re feeling.

Call me unprofessional. I’ll probably cry about it.
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Gelsey Bell (singer, songwriter, scholar)


It is very hard to sing while crying. Crying can shut a gate on your throat. It can hijack your pitch, crumble your tone, and sap your vocal power. Yet singing can also induce crying, as it opens your physical and emotional vulnerabilities en route to beautiful, embodied music-making. I can’t count how many voice lessons I unexpectedly found myself crying in when I was first learning vocal technique. Even now, if I stifle or ignore a need to cry, it will rear its head as I start to warm up my voice and it will not back down until I have met it head-on. Healthy singing is like an emotional lie detector—you must be entirely truthful with yourself to sing openly, vulnerably, without tension. Part of what we train for as singers is how to negotiate crying. How to breathe through what may transform into sobs. How to accept, to love, to nurture whatever the tears are forcing us to reckon with. How to work through them quickly if we need to so that we can still do our jobs. How to ride the wave of opening yourself so that you are simply skimming the tears and then breathing them back into song.

One of my most challenging attempts at tearful control was the closing night of a Broadway show I performed in, Natasha, Pierre & the Great Comet of 1812. At times it felt like every seat in the house was filled with crying audience members. I swear the theater became more humid. You could hear people sobbing sometimes, like scattered animal noises in a forest. And it was contagious. There was one moment where my staging left me dancing in one of the aisles among the audience. During a long-standing ovation, surrounded by the sounds of twelve hundred audience members yelling and clapping and flat-out crying, I hid my face and prayed my microphone was off so that no one could hear me trying to catch my breath through my tears. It was one of the most overwhelming experiences of my life. But when the music started up again, I was right back to smiling and singing… with perhaps the slightest tremor.
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Matt Berninger (songwriter, front man of the National)


I’m fifty-two and I cry more now than when I was a kid. Of the grown men I’ve shared this with, including my dad, most of them have admitted the same thing.

It’s a different kind of crying than I remember. I’m sure it has something to do with the series of traumas since 9/11, the passing of friends, and the planet dying—but a lot of good things have happened in the last twenty years, too. It might just be that I’m finally comfortable with myself enough to let it out. I’ve matured into a crybaby.

My crying is almost never triggered by a specific event (although the Mister Rogers documentary, Won’t You Be My Neighbor?, was a recent exception). It feels more like an intermittent release of general sadness and anxiety. It can happen anywhere—in cars, on my bike, at the beach, onstage—but it happens most often alone, in the hours before sunrise. This is the best place for it. I’ve been waking up around 5 a.m. every morning since my thirties. I used to lie there tossing and turning. I almost never fall back to sleep, so I stopped fighting it. I get up, make some tea, smoke a little weed, and look out the window and think about everything. These are good hours.

In that silence, without anything to do or anyone to talk to—when not even birds are paying attention—I can slowly let the tangled knot of emotional wires loosen a little. It always feels like there are two knots at the same time, one in my head and one in my chest. It’s easier to get the one in my head to loosen up just enough to be able to pull on some of the strands and see where they go. I never get the knot out, but I can sometimes get a better look at what the mess is. I can write some thoughts down or record them. There are rarely any epiphanies, just little descriptions of wires.

The knot in my chest is harder to loosen. The threads are gooier and hard to get a hold of. I usually don’t even bother. But when I do get into it, I usually end up sobbing. I find no relief in just letting it out a little. Tiny, graceful teardrops aren’t going to get me anywhere. I grab a roll of paper towels and collapse into it. It’s usually over before I know it. A good one can last five full minutes, or they can be as quick as Holly Hunter’s in Broadcast News.

The knotted wires never go away, but if I ignore them they just grow and tighten and get hotter. Crying all over them is my only option. Afterward, I’m always relieved. Sometimes euphoric.
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Leann Bey (writer, nanny)


As a caretaker of children for over twelve years, the one thing I know for certain about crying is that you can never really understand what has led to another person’s need to cry, but it doesn’t actually matter.

Crying is a call from within the house. It is always to be taken seriously because it is always serious. It is to be taken as plain as a statement: I am in need. I am needing.

Crying is to say “Sound the alarm! There is SOMETHING!!!” Whatever that something is, it is enough of a something for that person. Crying is the alarm.

No one else gets to say how valid or “serious” that something is.

When someone is crying, the only obligation another person has is to offer what they are able to offer in that moment, in hopes that it might be something that is needed.
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