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‘...and then you die.’
Are you so sure of that?




To the lost and lonely: there is hope.




IS THIS?


Is this life but a dream within a dream, within a dream, within a dream?


With death simply a waking from the dream within a dream, within a dream.
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BEFORE WE START


You’ll no doubt come across a sprinkling of swear words here and there and it’s not because I want to offend you, it’s because if I’m struck with some life-changing event, realisation or I’m scared out of my wits, gee whiz just doesn’t seem to cut it. I want to make sure Turning Inside Out is a genuine account of what I experienced and felt at the time and the odd swear word helps me do that.


I’ve changed the names of most of the people I met on this journey and kept secret the details of many of places that I visited so as to retain privacy and confidentiality.


This book has been a collaborative effort. Many brave people have allowed me to share their stories; some will make your hair stand on end and others will break your heart open, but mostly Turning Inside Out documents my extraordinary journey to find answers to questions that have rattled me since I was very young. Like a tapestry, the stories you’ll read and my own journey interweave to create a picture that will seem incredible to some, but will resonate deep within others.


Turning Inside Out asks questions that we all have asked ourselves at some point in our lives, whether we’re religious, atheist or fence-sitter. However, instead of feeling like we’re shouting into the void, this time those questions are answered.




STUCK ON A HIGHWAY GOING NOWHERE


It was hotter than being on the surface of the sun while blow-drying your hair. I was stuck in traffic coming home from work and the car had no air-conditioning. The windows were down, letting in exhaust fumes and heat from the hundreds of other cars around me. It was choking and stifling. I was on a section of the highway outside a megalopolis shopping centre where several sets of traffic lights created a bottleneck of cars and angry people. It was a prison of molten concrete, bitumen and metal.


I’d promised to housesit for my cousin and this was the way to her place, so it wasn’t my usual way home. I could barely breathe for the heat and I could hear my old Datsun labouring as we inched forward slowly, unnaturally slowly. The official temperature was about 40 degrees, but where I was it must have been about 50 and rising, while my patience was lowering. I looked around me at everyone else in their cars, moving at the same excruciating pace I was going. However, there was a difference: they did this every day and I didn’t.


I looked at life around me through the haze of searing heat and glare, and I saw something on the faces of the people stuck in their cars: it was resignation. This was all there was, right at that moment; being stuck in traffic trying to get home, outside a megalopolis shopping centre, while their lives slowly slipped away. This was all there was.


I saw the temperature gauge on my car climb to just near the red and I knew I couldn’t sit here any longer otherwise the car would reflect how I felt. So with rising anxiety about worsening the traffic situation with a broken-down car, I had to resign myself to the fact that I, too, was stuck. I couldn’t go forward, backwards or even sideways. I contemplated abandoning the car altogether and just walking off like Michael Douglas in Falling Down but decided against it; I would have felt guilty for causing such a commotion. Sitting there trapped, I felt helpless and I asked the question that everyone else in that concrete carpark was asking, ‘Really, is this what life is about? Is this what I work every day for, just to end up here?’


The only way I could reconcile myself to the situation was to promise myself I’d find another way to my cousin’s place the next day, even if it meant taking the back roads or travelling an extra couple of kilometres out of the way just to avoid the insanity. The highway was in theory the quickest route, but in reality the longest and the most painful, and I promised myself not to take it again.


Unfortunately we all break promises.


At various points in my life I’d find myself asking the same question over and over. I’d think about the day ahead and I’d sigh in resignation like the drivers in their cars and ask myself, ‘Hey, did I really sign up for this?’ Where was the document that said this way of living was the only one and if I deviated from it, the curse of a thousand judgemental talk show hosts would be cast down on me?


There’s an uneasiness that I’ve carried with me about how we live our lives and it’s the feeling everything we’ve created is not quite right; it doesn’t fit, doesn’t make sense. The model of our society feels fundamentally wrong to me. Sure I live a normal life like everyone else, but I never felt completely comfortable with it. I’ve made every effort to avoid ‘fitting in’. Even though I grew up in the suburbs with the rows of nice houses, tidy lawns, freshly swept driveways and the echoes of lawnmowers on a Sunday morning, I don’t long to live back there.


I often would think about how we have built our society, and when you describe it out loud, it sounds rather insane. The idea of being funnelled through a conventional life progression of education, work, career, marriage, kids, divorce, retirement and then death doesn’t seem that inspiring to me. Then we’re told we have to struggle to make a living, sacrifice enjoyment to have a family, delay our happiness until we’re retired, fight the next person for a job, climb the ladder of success to get an even more stressful job, spend more money than we earn, go into debt, live in fear of being blown up by some terrorist and then have TV passed off as the only way to escape it all. And when all of this gets too much and you can’t keep up, you get prescribed antidepressants and made to feel like you’ve failed.


Deep down in my heart I’d always known that there is more to the picture than that scenario, but I’ve never known how to find it or even where to start looking. During boring office strategy meetings, I’d find myself daydreaming of running naked through a field of wild sunflowers or drinking beer on a Greek island while eating olives and fried saganaki cheese and discussing why religion is based on so much fear. However, instead I’d be trapped discussing sales figures and key performance indicators. That whole way of living just felt so alien, but it’s what I had to do to pay the credit card and car loan. Resentment would grow and I’d take my frustration out on the car radio by yelling at the inane breakfast radio hosts dribbling on about some celebrity’s latest facelift. Didn’t they know there was something bigger going on?


I felt trapped.


The inability to uncover what was simmering below the surface manifested into ugly indignation and anger at the world and all the idiocy in it. I’m ashamed now to admit it, but I was an arrogant wanker full of rage, even verbally attacking iTunes when I saw the new slogan ‘We’ll entertain you’. I went into a meltdown, shouting at the screen, imploring, ‘Aren’t we entertained enough? Don’t we have enough entertainment shit going on? I want to be inspired. I want to learn, I want to understand, I want to find out what the meaning of all this is. I don’t want to be crushed into mindless stupidity by some sitcom when there’s real adventure out there to be had, real journeys to undertake, real insights to be gleaned and personal transformation to be had.’ I then poured a cup of chamomile tea and chilled the fuck down.


I was losing my way in life. I was permanently stuck on that metaphoric hellhole of a highway on a stinking hot day, even though I knew there was so much more to it than this, but getting even more frustrated because I didn’t know what it was.


I’d realised that the volume of our society was so loud that more often than not I wasn’t able to hear my own inner guidance or that small voice that just ‘knows’ the right thing to do and where to go. All my life I’ve been told that all the answers are ‘out there’, on TV, in the commercials I was bombarded with, what my parents and teachers said, what religions told me, what the government told me, what my neighbours said, what was on my Facebook Timeline. I was never told by anyone to look inside myself. When I started to do that my world slowly cracked open. It was and still is radical thinking.


But it led me to start thinking that maybe everything I’d been taught about how life should work was, in fact, wrong. Because if it was working the way we’re told it should, we’d all be happy, right?


We’re promised that if we adhere to Western society’s expectation and ideals we will be happier and more fulfilled, yet when that doesn’t eventuate and we find there’s a big hole in our soul, doctors want to fill it with Zoloft.


We’re sold the promise that if you buy things, you’ll be happy. You’ve got the house in the suburbs with matching investment portfolio, new diesel Holden SUV, jet skis, mountain bikes, home theatre system, game console and gourmet oven the size of a small car, but then you realise you don’t actually own any of it, the banks do and will continue to do so while you struggle to pay it all off, keeping you anchored to working a job that no longer sustains you. But when you want to sit back and enjoy all those things, you’re so bloody tired from working all day all you can do is watch TV and zone out. In the end you feel empty and soulless and you can no longer feel anything.


That realisation scared the bejeezes out of me and ever since then I’ve been searching to find the meaning in amongst the tangle of life, the wisdom behind the constant suffering. It can’t just be like the old saying ‘Life’s a bitch, then you die’, because that’s never inspired anyone to great things has it? And we can’t be what our physical reductionist scientists say we are – just eating and shitting robots who simply die and rot away – because that thinking doesn’t explain why I’m left speechless by the beauty of a sunset, why I’m so touched by the plight of someone trying to flee a war-torn country that I give my credit card number to a stranger on the phone, and why I get all gooey on the inside thinking about the person I love the most.


However, between the bouts of ugly indignation and playing the Smashing Pumpkins’ ‘Bullet with Butterfly Wings’ at full volume, I’d get little insights and moments of peace where little fissures in my mental chaos allowed my heart to flow through. I’d begun to touch something deep down inside that I felt I’d been missing and on one particular day, one of those little fissures turned into a geyser.


Back in 1999, my work colleague decided she wanted to buy me a going-away present. I could choose what I wanted, and not being much into trinkets and niceties I suggested we go to the nearest bookshop. I had only days before taken matters into my own hands and quit my job; however, I was feeling anxious, on edge and very unsure what life had in store for me. I was lost and disillusioned and scared for the future. As we fought our way through the crowded mall, a tall man strode towards me, leaned in and whispered in my ear just loud enough for me to make out what he said, and he then kept on walking.


‘You are loved.’


I turned quickly to see where he went but the crowd had closed in. The words immediately sunk deep into my soul. I momentarily paused to take in what had just happened and I nearly cried; they were the exact words I’d longed to hear, so simple, so clear, so honest and so true. It took the whispered message from some random stranger to crack my heart open. I would hear those exact words again 14 years later, but this time from someone much closer.


We made it to the bookshop and I was immediately drawn to a book with a picture of what looked like the earth on the cover and I handed it to my work friend and told her it was the one.


‘We’ve only just got here; don’t you want to look around some more?’


‘No, this is the book I want, thanks.’


That night I read The Secrets of the Rainmaker by Chin Ning Chu cover to cover.


I then started to read more and more books of the same ilk and spent hours and hours contemplating them. I’d started to pull the skin back on what our society was hiding and it took bravery and curiosity to ask the questions that no-one else wanted to ask and even begin to find the answers. And the answers I was getting didn’t look like what I was seeing on TV or reading in the newspaper.


However, this journey had its risks; instead of the world being nuts, I thought I was the one driving the crazy bus, but thankfully I realised that it was the other way round. I remembered that as a kid I often thought that being an adult didn’t make sense to me. I feared growing up because I thought I’d be just as unhappy as my parents. If adulthood meant working and slaving your guts out leaving you tired and cranky at the end of each day, leaving no time for daydreaming, no time for fun, no time for adventure and all the joy squeezed out of you, then I didn’t want it.


My number one hobby was daydreaming. For hours I’d wander the streets of my suburb either on foot or on my BMX, exploring the back lanes and secret places. I’d daydream about what adventures lay beyond the imposed boundary of my reign. I wrote short stories and poems, I drew pictures, including one featuring a monster with sharp teeth called a ‘Caucus’, which I found out much later was the name for the factional meeting of the Australian Labor Party.


At one point I wanted to be a train driver, only because they travelled places and seemingly didn’t have to do much except stand there and toot the horn. However, a serious voice would always rattle around in my head, ‘You’re avoiding responsibility’, and it followed me into adulthood. It had the tone of my parents and all my school teachers combined. It spoke volumes and instilled in me a paralysing fear of doing anything that went against the grain of life or society. Responsibility was about doing what was right: going to school, getting good grades, getting into university, starting a career, getting a girlfriend, getting married, having kids and buying a house in the suburbs. Thankfully I failed on every one of those counts, except for the career thing, but that was unintentional.


At high school the career guidance counsellors used tyre leavers to prise my chosen career path out of me, so they could then help me choose the classes to get me there. How at the age of 14 are you meant to know what you want to be doing for the rest of your life? All I could tell them was that I didn’t want a normal job. But in my late teens it seems that due to my excessive daydreaming and lack of interest in anything academic I got shit grades, and the embarrassingly low university entrance score meant my prospects were pretty thin. Working in media was my next wish; at least it wasn’t working in a bank or a shop.


In the end I got an office job; however, it was one like no other. I actually got paid to daydream all day long. I became a radio copywriter and over 20 years I collected many awards, gained the recognition of my peers and became well known in my field.


However, something still didn’t feel right. That unsettling feeling lingered within me. While I was writing commercials for car yards and beauty spas, the questions about life and death scratched at my soul, wanting me to ask them aloud. Sure I had the moment with the tall man in the mall and I’d started to read lots of books, but I wanted more answers. What happens when we die? Is there an afterlife? I didn’t think it was appropriate to bring up the topic of death in a meeting with the owner of a new shoe store so I had to find another way to do it. At the same time, I realised I wasn’t doing this all alone, as a quiet voice rose up from my heart: ‘Life is not what it seems. A journey beckons; go child, run!’


I couldn’t ignore it.




THE MEANING OF LIFE MAY NOT BE WHAT YOU THINK IT IS


What is the meaning of life? Why are we here? What’s my purpose? What happens when you die?


They’re all questions that everybody has asked themselves at some point and I’m guessing not many of us have actually come up with an answer. There might be a rare few but they’re most probably living in a cave somewhere in India and not stuck in traffic outside a shopping centre on a hot day (but you never know!).


I’d always loved talking about the mysteries of life with friends over good food and wine; however, the conversations never really went anywhere. We’d sort of just talk ourselves around in circles and still be none the wiser at the end of the night or we’d be passed out on the couch.


I know some people would say it’s not even worth asking the question because it’s impossible to know the answers, but I disagree.


Back in 2010, I followed that inner voice and took a journey to find personal evidence of the afterlife. I audaciously tracked down my recently deceased auntie to see if I could make contact in some way and documented the journey in a book called Dying to Know: Is there life after death? Some would call that a little macabre, but how else are you going to validate survival of consciousness after death if you don’t try to chat with your dead aunt? During the ensuing three years I undertook various experiments and put myself in bizarre situations to see how close I could get to an answer about what may lie beyond physical death. These included successfully communicating with people who’d died, learning to have out of body experiences and lucid dreaming, having a past life regression, visiting mediums and other fun activities. One thing that I didn’t expect from these experiences was how changed I’d be afterwards, or some of the crazy things that unfolded.


Previous to the investigation, I didn’t have any special abilities or strange super-powers. I wasn’t like the mediums you read about who always saw ghostly figures when they were a child and then had to reconcile their unique ability with the reality that they still had to function in modern society. I’d only ever had a small handful of minor paranormal experiences of the likes that would barely frighten a guinea pig with anxiety. I remember being insanely jealous of people who’d had amazing life-changing spiritual experiences of seeing some loving figure at the end of the bed or experiencing the interconnectedness of the entire universe during a meditation. I just got some old dude turn on a light switch that wasn’t there. I wanted to get personal evidence and have a direct experience that would leave me without any doubts and then I could get on with my life. However, that wasn’t to be the case. I’d opened up a door to something much bigger than even I had imagined.


So when I curiously asked the big question ‘Is there life after death?’ I was forced to question everything about what we’ve been taught about life and what it really means to be alive. That one question sparked a series of experiences and insights that had a domino effect. So much so, that I could no longer take this life at face value. That unsettling feeling I had for all those years was like a bell tolling in the distance that I could finally hear loud and clear. While we’re all distracted watching reality TV programs, reading gossip magazines, queuing up for the latest Apple product or complaining about politics, the answers to life and the universe are just under our noses; actually more like it, just in our chest.


There are four fundamental assumptions we as a Western society live by that I needed to seriously challenge after my initial experiences during writing Dying to Know. Our very lives are dictated by these assumptions; everything from our economy, laws, social structures, education and relationships to how we feel about ourselves. I couldn’t just sit in my windowless office writing commercials for pet stores and hairdressers pretending life was just tickety-boo when I had just pulled the rug out from under my reality.


The four assumptions I took the axe to were:


We die and that’s it.


If we knew deep down that our consciousness continued on after our physical body died, we’d be leading completely different lives. Even though all religions, mystics, spiritual teachers and the like say that we live on, we as a collective whole don’t buy into it. If we did, our TV sitcoms and soap operas would look much different for starters. But why are we so ignorant? What is really going on?


We’re all alone.


I’m not referring to aliens and creatures from outer space (that’s for another book), I’m referring to the fact that on a planet of seven billion people we can feel so dreadfully alone. Why is that? Even though we may be surrounded by fantastic friends and family at certain times in our lives we feel completely abandoned and we don’t know why. There’s a saying that there’s no handbook for life and that we have to make our own way in the world, but what if that wasn’t exactly true? What if the feeling that we’ve just been plonked here to fend for ourselves comes from something that we least expect?


Life is a struggle.


This one is hardwired into our subconscious and I wanted to know if it really is true. Even I was brought up with the assumption that life was one big battle in which you had to push hard to get anywhere and you had to fight hard to achieve greatness and you had to be someone at the expense of everyone else. You had to put in the blood, sweat and tears otherwise you were weak and a failure. Our mental battle is another aspect to this; if we’re not worried about something or riddled with anxiety then we’re not doing things right. There’s that underlying fear of being happy that I wanted to challenge.


What’s love got to do with it?


Tina Turner was asking the right questions way back in ’84 and it’s one of the best ones to ask. The world is often depicted as a horrible place where humans inflict untold suffering on each other, animals and the planet, so how can love exist in such a world? And when religious people talk of a loving God yet children continually die from starvation every year, we blow each other up any moment we get, and we force-feed geese just so that we can sell their oversized livers at oversized prices, we’re forced to ask the really relevant question...where is the love in that? My journey showed me a different way of looking at the world and I found that there’s something far more amazing and awesome than we can even imagine waiting for us and all we have to do is acknowledge it.


Turning inside out


They’re some pretty big challenges to tackle, but I felt I wasn’t put on this planet to just whinge about the size of iTunes updates, drink wine and write radio ads. I wanted to be fundamentally changed by my experiences and the insights I received. People who have a near-death experience say that they no longer fear death as they have evidence that their consciousness will continue after they die. However, for them it’s not intellectual knowledge; rather it’s completely transformative, and they usually place their hand in the centre of their chest when speaking about how they feel they’ve been turned inside out. They feel different, not just think different. I wanted to feel the same way.


I always suspected there was something more to this life than what we’re led to believe and I started to be proven right. Remember in the Matrix, when Morpheus invites Neo to take the blue pill or the red pill? If he took the red pill his life would never be the same again as he’d see the truth of what lies beneath so-called reality. Well, you then get the idea of what I experienced. Once you start down this path, there’s no going back. You become what some Eastern traditions call a stream enterer and you’re about to become one with me too.


This book is not just about seeing ghosts and talking to your dead grandmother (even though that’s a big part of it); it goes way beyond that. It goes into the very nature of what life means for each and every one of us. Turning Inside Out documents these extraordinary new events and hopefully like me, you’ll see life very differently by the end. Instead of just being curious about all this stuff, I wanted to be transformed by it, transformed from the inside out. I didn’t want to pay lip service and just recite stories and spooky anecdotes at dinner parties; I wanted the road to Damascus conversion, I wanted to be so transformed that I could no longer work my day job as an advertising copywriter, which more and more felt like a fist tightening around my heart. However, with a mortgage to pay and no other qualifications except for being able to draw roughly hewn stick figures, I was pretty much trapped in my situation.


But that didn’t stop me from trying. I didn’t care how I looked to the outside world; my partner, Andy, already knew I was a little unusual, so he wasn’t concerned. This was something too big to just leave to a rainy day. So between going to work, doing the washing and drinking more wine I continued to develop a way to go beyond the superficial Western idea of death and dive head first into the quantum quagmire that lies just under our reality in order to expose it. I was risking a lot, not just my reputation but also my sanity, as for me to access some of the information I wanted, I’d have to go into territory that most would consider grounds for being committed. I didn’t even tell my partner about one experiment until after I’d done it, as it was akin to starting a cult; however, the results were well worth the risk.


I knew there was another book that needed to be written, a bigger story to tell, but I had no idea where to start or how it would even make sense. Strangely all I had to do was just have the intention of wanting to take this journey and it seemed the universe was ready to jump on board with assistance in a big way.




THE SEARCH FOR NEW ANSWERS


I had an idea floating around my silly putty of a brain about putting a medium’s skills to the test and almost immediately out of the blue I had an email from a lady on the other side of the country called Tammie, who said that she had felt drawn to read Dying to Know and then immediately emailed me. She was a medium. The strangeness continued. On other occasions I’d have a dream that would spark an idea for an experiment to run or I’d meet people in the street who would start telling me their stories of seeing their dead parents, and I knew that these stories needed to be told as they added to the validation I was also seeking for my own experiences.


Bizarre reality shifts and other incredible synchronicities would occur and I could only just smile in recognition of what was unfolding. And even though I had no idea where any of it was taking me, I had to go along with it because as they say, curiosity didn’t kill the cat, it’s how it became enlightened.


Following is an outline of the stories, experiences and experiments that eventually led me to really consider questioning those assumptions we have about our world: What if we don’t die? What if we’re not alone, what if life wasn’t meant to be a struggle and what if love does make the world go round?


Ghosts and spirits: What are they really and what do they want?


I go deep into the whole ghost phenomenon and find out what they really are. I explore the differences between after death contact (ADC) and hauntings, and share some remarkable stories including one that features one of Australia’s most famous serial killers. By understanding what ghosts and spirits want, would I be able to overcome my fear?


Why are kids like cats?


I started to wonder why kids could see things that we adults can’t and some of the stories that people shared with me broke my heart.


In search of ghosts


If ghosts are just people without bodies then I should be able to communicate with them. That was the plan, but you know what they say about plans!


How far can I push a medium’s skills?


After Tammie contacted me I put forward my suggestion about doing some ‘blind readings’ and she jumped at the chance. The results were staggering, including bringing my sister-in-law to tears when a long 15-year search to find her parents came to a tearful end.


Synchronicity and dreams


My understanding of how life works is fractured even more by a series of unbelievable coincidences and dream events that leave me realising that this reality is not so solid after all.


Discovering that I’m not alone in the world


This section includes some of the really challenging personal experiments that could have tipped me over the edge. I might have ended up writing this from inside a mental hospital or going off and starting a cult. It’s a fine line. I get to ask questions like: Is there a higher power? Is there a God? Am I alone in this world and why do I like tortellini so much?


Reality testing what I learned


Without giving too much away, I wanted to see if the information I had uncovered in the guidance sessions would work in the real world. For 30 days I lived by the information to see if my life would be any better and if I was any happier. Will this result in the transformation I so desperately wanted?


Trying to make sense of it all


How do you rationalise everything I’ve experienced? How do you fit it all into a nice little box that makes sense to everyone? This is where everything comes together and you’ll see that we’ve got this life thing all arse about. Maybe we really are spiritual beings having a human experience.


[image: image]


True to plan, nothing went to plan for the start of this journey. The more I tried to guide and control it the less things would go my way. I had the best intentions of moving into new territory and starting off with a new ghost investigation, but something happened that put the new whole adventure into question. My dead auntie who I’d tracked down in Dying to Know started to appear to me in my dreams and it seemed she had something to say. For the sake of full disclosure, I must confess that there was history between myself and Auntie Clare that needs to be explained to put the whole unexpected start of the new adventure in context. I’ve never told this story in public before.




PART 1:


STORIES, CONVERSATIONS AND OBSERVATIONS OF THE AFTERLIFE




ONE


DIGGING UP THE PAST


I got the phone call at 4 pm; my aunt asked me to come to her place because she had something she wanted to tell me. There Clare sat, with a scotch and dry in one hand and a cigarette in the other, legs crossed and full of determination. For the next half-hour I was subjected to a barrage of painful insights that I couldn’t ever have imagined that I had caused or was going to cause.


I was a failure and I was going to give my father a heart attack with my obnoxious and unhelpful behaviour. I was the one who had forced him to get another mortgage after my parents’ divorce because Clare didn’t want me in her house. It was entirely my fault. I was the reason my father was on the edge of a nervous breakdown and could have a heart attack at any time. I didn’t help around the house, the house I forced him to buy, I was failing at school and causing great disappointment, and it would be better if I left and started to look for work. I was costing him money. Again, I was a failure.


I didn’t say one word for that half-hour, too shocked and gutted to reply with any semblance of confidence. I walked backed to the house that Dad was forced to buy and cried.


I was 15 at the time.


I knew Dad always had a box of Valium by his bed and often thought about swallowing a handful to see what would happen, or more likely to alleviate the pain of abandonment, but I only needed a darn good excuse and now I had found one.


On the zenith of emotional and physical abandonment, Clare deals me the trump card, the go-straight-to-jail card and don’t stop for a hug along the way. Just when all you wanted was to be loved and noticed by someone (anyone), you’re told in no uncertain terms you’re a disappointment and a liability. You’re a failure.


As a teenager you see life through the lens of awkwardness, pussy pimples, a cornucopia of raging hormones and in my case, nerdy glasses. But seeing how I was now having to deal with a host of other emotional issues, my ability to rationally think things through was pretty well fucked. I took the Valium, wrote a note and went to bed.
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