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EXECUTIVE SUPPORT FOR WHEN NOT IF: A CEO’S GUIDE TO OVERCOMING ADVERSITY




The thought of ending up bankrupt, divorced, and imprisoned after living a life based on doing the right thing is untenable. Unfortunately, it is the life Jeff Martinovich lived and has captured in his book, When Not If: A CEO’s Guide to Overcoming Adversity, along with an impossible comeback! Jeff’s riveting story forces you to reassess your view of our systems and ponder if you would have the resilience to continue to survive? Be ready to have your core beliefs challenged!


—Paul Meyer


CEO, 55 Industries, LLC




An exceptional and enlightening book showcasing the remarkable journey of a business maverick who turned adversity into triumph. A compelling blend of practical business advice and profound life lessons. A true testament to the power of resilience and personal growth. Highly recommended!


—Kevin Cadieux


VP, Vertafore




Jeff amazes me with his acumen, diligence, and good nature in business, life, and his writing. This book provides a tremendous number of business actionable takeaways, as well as a unique view of a judicial system that is only as good as the people that operate within it.


—Frank Hunt


COO, Combat Bound




In over fifteen years of knowing Jeff Martinovich, both professionally and personally, I’ve had the privilege of witnessing his remarkable journey firsthand—from soaring heights to profound depths and back again. Jeff’s When Not If isn’t just a book; it’s a raw, transparent testimony of leadership, resilience, and the indomitable spirit of the human soul. The authenticity with which Jeff acknowledges his flaws, takes ownership, and extracts profound insights is both admirable and deeply instructive. This book is a beacon for leaders navigating the treacherous waters of decision-making in volatile times. It serves as a stark reminder that true leadership is not about perpetual ascendancy but the ability to rise, reinvent, and redefine oneself amidst adversity. I wholeheartedly recommend When Not If to anyone who wishes to elevate their leadership journey by embracing both their triumphs and their trials.


—Ken Monroe


CEO, Background Investigation Bureau
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AUTHOR’S NOTE





THESE FACTS AND PARTICULARS, as well as the adventures and misadventures that constitute this account, are verifiably accurate. I have the dubious distinction of having the last fifteen years of my life well documented on the federal record. I drew on that record—available to any reader who chooses to check any particular detail—to confirm the dates, names, and quotations that support this chronicle. Only in the case of a few anecdotes about some remarkable people I came to know on this journey have I used only their first names with respect for their privacy.


From the first day of this challenging experience, I committed to ensuring, above all, that every motion, petition, and letter filed were 100 percent accurate, without exaggeration, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, as I knew one misstep would invalidate any possible remaining credibility in this battle for my life. After losing everything, I knew the truth was the only foundation my fragile existence could stand upon—without truth, all would be lost.


Finally, I want to express my sincere regret for what my employees, shareholders, and family went through. The constraints of the legal system never allowed for authentic communications, apologies, and actions to remedy these failures sooner than later. As this book is one step in a restorative journey, I am hopeful I may be, finally, able to write a positive final chapter for everyone affected by these events. While this book is written from my personal vantage point, I pray the miraculous events now unfolding also repair and restore the lives of so many others. This is my mission.











FOREWORD





ADVERSITY DOESN’T BUILD CHARACTER, IT REVEALS IT




IMAGINE FOR A MOMENT you have achieved a relatively impressive level of success leading and growing a business. Let’s say you run a billion-dollar investment fund. Now imagine everything you possess is taken from you: your beautiful home, your Mercedes sedan, your favorite sports car, perhaps your fine wine from Napa and Bordeaux, maybe a deal watch or two, a boat or even a jet over at the local airport! Oh, and every dollar in all of your bank accounts, personal and business, is zeroed out. Everything you now and have ever possessed is gone.


Simultaneously, your marriage of nearly twenty years crumbles and divorce proceedings begin. Your children are upset, confused, and traumatized by events they do not understand. Your business associates turn on you or ignore you, and some of your friends (but thankfully not all) delete you from their iPhone contacts to ensure they are not tainted by association.


Now add one more brushstroke to this painting. Imagine you are charged with multiple felonies and threatened with a decade or longer prison sentence without having committed any crime!


How would you react, after the disbelief, anger, and various stages of grief?


In the short term, you’d have some decisions to make pretty quickly. Would you, if you honestly felt you broke no law, accept a plea deal? Would you, in open court, swear under oath that you broke the law in exchange for a substantially reduced prison sentence? Or would you take a stand knowing that the government, once they set their sights on you, rarely loses?


Before you answer, allow me to tell you about two successful executives, both well known to me, who were targeted by prosecutors and faced years of federal investigation. One escaped prosecution, while Jeffrey Martinovich, the author of this book, didn’t fare so well. He was indicted and sentenced to fourteen years in federal prison, and as I write this, Jeff is finishing up his term in home detention wearing an ankle monitor. Unfortunately, it no longer seems far-fetched to me that CEOs and senior executives need to have a game plan in case the government comes calling . . . whether or not any crime has been committed.


Tony’s Story


As fellow graduates of the US Air Force Academy, I had known Tony for more than thirty years, and I knew he was a person of character. Both of us led businesses in the defense sector, and we sometimes partnered on programs. When his attorneys contacted me saying they needed help understanding our business relationships, I was curious what that might be about.


Upon checking in, Tony assured me the request was legitimate and that the attorneys were acting on his instructions. “The government is running us through the wringer in ways I would never have believed possible,” Tony said. “You can answer any question they ask.”


Through some type of government inquiry, my name had come up. I was mildly concerned, not because of any known wrongdoing, but because I just couldn’t imagine what they might possibly want from me. The attorneys, I soon learned, wanted to know if there was anything untoward about our business dealings. Had I paid Tony money on the side? Did I consult for him, or him for me, outside of our company business? Did we have any written or oral side agreements?


To all of these questions, I could confidently answer, “No.” Then came the Big Question: “Did you buy two Air Force Academy hockey tickets for Tony and his wife as a quid-pro-quo for business?” they asked with an air of conspiratorial interest.


“What?” I had no idea what they were talking about. “Well, we might have a problem.” They referred me to Exhibit 37 displayed on the screen. “It shows here you made reference to these tickets in a business-related correspondence. The government has some concerns.”


I was dumbfounded. With my now subpoenaed email displayed on the screen, I recalled that some years ago, Tony mentioned an upcoming trip to Colorado Springs, and that he’d love to take his wife to see an Academy hockey game. Tony was a friend, and another good friend of mine was the assistant coach, so I decided to help him out. A phone call later, there were two tickets at the will-call window. No funds were exchanged.


Years later, this innocuous incident became a government exhibit in building a case against someone who had done absolutely nothing wrong. I was sickened by the implication. They had their target in their crosshairs, and they were hunting for a crime! While you digest that scenario, consider that the price of each ticket was ten dollars. That’s right, our US government that Tony and I had both served for decades was threatening serious criminal action over twenty bucks in gifted hockey tickets.


Three years of investigations later, neither the “hockey ticket incident” nor any other matter the feds investigated resulted in charges. Yet people’s lives were seriously and negatively impacted.


Jeff’s Story


When considering Jeff Martinovich’s ordeal, Tony’s outcome could have been much worse. What if they had pressed forward with an indictment and a trial? What if he refused to take a deal, went to trial, and lost?


If this happened to you, what would emerge from the ashes? Would you remain kind-hearted, cheerful, friendly, and loyal, planning your future with positive anticipation? What odds would you give that you’d come out of that scenario a better person than you went in?


In the case of Jeff Martinovich, we don’t have to wonder. The story unfolds in the pages of this book. Jeff is a loving husband and father with a deepened sense of gratitude and humility, and he helps young business owners find their best path to success. His day is filled with value-enriching support for many people. How is that possible?


When I first heard about Jeff’s very public misfortune, and being charged with serious crimes, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Had he done all he had been accused of doing? He and I met as incoming cadets to the US Air Force Academy in the summer of 1984. We were both recruited as intercollegiate athletes, Jeff for basketball and me for ice hockey. We quickly bonded as we realized most of our fellow cadets were more focused on the military aspect of the Academy experience. Despite adversity related to poor leadership and coaching on our respective teams, we both had the grit to persevere and eventually graduate. We were roommates for a time, and I considered him a close friend.


I quickly viewed my response to Jeff’s predicament as a test of my own character and integrity. Loyalty is a personal value I cherish, yet I could not remain unflinchingly loyal to someone who had committed these crimes. The allegations certainly did not comport with my own experience with Jeff, so I decided to dig in and understand what had really happened.


At that time in my life, I believed much more strongly in the integrity of our justice system than I do today. I had spent twenty years in military service, and I wanted to believe real justice was the norm, injustice a rare exception. My belief in that system made me concerned that perhaps Jeff had somehow lost his way. In full disclosure, I was prepared to find evidence of his misdeeds when I went looking.


I dug in and researched everything I could find on the subject. I downloaded every case file and read every published article. In the end, I simply couldn’t find an actual crime. If wealth and naiveté, sprinkled with a touch of ego and cockiness, were an actual crime, corner offices across the land would be empty. When I realized I was witnessing the most egregious miscarriage of justice I had ever seen, I became Jeff’s staunch advocate. I remain so today.


The Right Thing


When adversity comes my way, am I ready to do the right thing? That’s a question I’ve asked myself.


At the Air Force Academy, whenever we had to trudge up a steep hill on a march, or study day and night during finals, someone would quip “it builds character!” The idea that “adversity builds character” was a common viewpoint. In my experience, a better understanding is “Adversity reveals character.”


The pressure of extreme adversity will tell you much more about a person’s character than witnessing their behavior in good times. Jeff was subjected to the most intense adversity one could imagine, yet he emerged with a sense of dignity and honor. How did he begin a new chapter with grace and strength of character? It’s all laid out in this book.


When Not If reminds us that adversity comes in many forms, we never see it coming, and it always represents a test of our character. Jeff has had a lot of time in prison—2,381 days and nights to be exact—to think about best practices when it comes to dealing with adversity. Consider his hard-earned prescriptions and be ready with them when you look up to find adversity breathing down your neck. By experiencing Jeff’s journey through these pages, perhaps you will be more prepared for the inevitable crisis that will most certainly come your way. Be ready!


Jeff rejected numerous plea deals—the last one offered him three years, out in eighteen months—and he rejected each one because accepting a plea would require him to admit in front of his son that he intentionally broke the law when he knows he did no such thing. He knew that standing on principle might cost him a decade or more in prison. He knew that sometimes honor demands sacrifice.


Are you ready to make those choices?


I’ve achieved a level of success in my career. As I’ve moved along my own journey, I’ve been increasingly interested in the various ways people can get off track or worse. I study their adversity not to revel in their misery, but to viscerally feel their predicament, and then avoid it at all costs. If you combine a healthy skepticism of our institutions with a studied appreciation for what might trip you up, you might have potential elixir to avoid a similar fate. This book is filled with wisdom you should heed.


Jeff is arguably a better person today than before his adversity struck. Since he rebuilt his life, he is a better husband to his current wife Ashleigh and closer than ever to his son Cole. He has the same infectious energy he’s always had, overlaid with a deeper sense of humility and gratitude. His sense of purpose has never been stronger, and he is devoted to his beautiful baby daughter, Carleigh. The friendships so critical to his survival remain strong, and Jeff works daily to repay the seemingly endless debt of support and loyalty his friends enthusiastically offered. As revealed in these pages, Jeff Martinovich knows who he is and what he’s about, and I have no doubt he will come back stronger and healthier than ever.


Make no mistake . . . he didn’t deserve to be sent to prison for his ambition, flashiness, or being less present than he could have been with his family. Who among us is not guilty of those offenses? Yet his transformation is an inspiration to us all, a great example of how we should arrange our lives right now, today.


Combine your powerful drive for success with thoughtful reflection on what is truly important . . . your values, your family, your close friends and colleagues. Love them, mentor them, and be available for them. Make sure the abundance you seek and will likely reap through focused effort is interwoven with gratitude and humility. If we all do that now, perhaps we can become better versions of ourselves before we face any major adversity. If we do, we will be better prepared for whatever might come our way.


Brian Raduenz


Chief Executive Officer


AEVEX Aerospace


Solana Beach, California
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INTRODUCTION





PREPARE FOR ADVERSITY




IT SEEMED TO BE A PATTERN.


I was in disbelief. I sat on the floor of the majestic Clune Arena, where the US Air Force Academy Falcons basketball team competes, trying to make sense of the devastating announcement new head basketball coach Reggie Minton just delivered. Ten of the rising sophomores on the team had been summarily cut. Coach Minton was in. I was out. A new coaching staff was taking over and they had brought in their own recruits. The team was “going in another direction.” My Division I college basketball career was over.


I struggled to understand how everything I had worked for could so arbitrarily be stripped from me. I had dedicated almost every waking moment of my youth to achieving a Division I basketball scholarship. And now an unforeseen authority figure had changed my life direction because he wanted to go “in another direction.” How was this possible?


I loved basketball. At the same time, I was acutely aware the sport could be a means to an end. Given my family’s economic reality, I knew a scholarship would be pretty much my only ticket to an elite college education, certainly one from such a prestigious institution as the Air Force Academy. I knew my limitations. Everyone was always much taller than me, and maybe one or two were tougher than me, but I also knew my strengths. No one ever outworked me.


I spent my summers away at Indiana basketball camps purchased with the money I made mowing lawns. I ensured my grades were top of the class to increase my odds. I was so uptight I never even once drank beer with my high school friends. I couldn’t bear the thought of one misstep destroying my singular focus on success.


I could understand if I had been cut because of merit or that someone else earned my spot because they outperformed me. But this was just one spring cleaning of dedicated scholar athletes. As I cleared out my locker, I suppressed both anger and tears of frustration. Paul Meyer, my power-forward classmate from San Antonio, Texas, raged, “This is bullshit! The coaching staff has their heads up their asses! The varsity are all losers who accept defeat game after game. And we’re the ones clearing out our lockers?”


Paul’s fury inspired me. The decision was final. We were out. But we could go out as winners. I led the sophomore team to challenge the varsity team in one last scrimmage. Five brave sophomores suited up and reappeared on the varsity court, challenging the starting team to an eleven-point blood match. Coach Minton cautiously agreed, no doubt hoping the varsity would confirm what losers we were. The whistle blew and we exploded with intensity. It was a physical contest beyond what our Western Athletic Conference referees would ever allow. My heart pounded out of my chest; my lungs still pained from the 7,000 ft. altitude of Pikes Peak. I gave this last quest for self-respect all the effort I had in me. After a hard-fought match, victory! The game was ours. The sophomores beat the starting varsity team 11-8.


This episode was my first major adult-life adversity challenge. It would hurt for a while and I would have to find another path, but I was proud of how I responded, how I stood up for myself. I could hear the Indiana coaches screaming, “It’s not what happens to you that counts, but what you do about it!”


We rolled the ball back to Coach Minton and wished him luck. He would go on to a career of 161 wins and 311 losses. Back at Arnold Hall, named after the first general of the US Air Force, Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, chief of the US Army Air Forces during World War II, we celebrated with as much 3.2 beer as we could drink. Our fears and rejection had turned to hope and laughter.


Remarkably, I have remained close with my fellow cadets and teammates. Adversity builds special bonds.




The first lesson of adversity is that it comes unexpectedly and there’s often nothing you can do to prevent it. All you can do is cultivate resilience, remember you are never alone, and pivot.





So that’s what we did. The Scrub Club, our self-applied moniker since we were unceremoniously scrubbed, turned to the top-ranked Air Force rugby program. For the next few years, I was fortunate to play for the first team and threw myself into the violent sport as a perfect release from the grueling constraints of the Academy. My senior year, we made it to the Collegiate Rugby National Championships in Monterey, California. I had started every match this season in the winger position and was eager to finally go out a winner, instead of a scrubber.


Then, Coach Barney pulled me aside one hour before the match and informed me that plans had changed, and the coaches had benched me in favor of our second-team winger. No good reason, no questions, just follow orders. After enduring one broken arm and two concussions for the team, I was once again out. My parents had used their savings to fly out to California for the championship game, and again I felt like I let them down.




I learned the second lesson of adversity and made a vow to never again put myself in a position where my destiny depended on someone else.





Eventually, I decided I would start my own company, build the right A-Player culture, and as founder and CEO would finally be protected from the arbitrary whims of people with their own agendas. And for nearly two decades, the plan seemed to work beyond my wildest expectations. I believed I had been trained my entire life to build MICG Investment Management. The harder I worked and the more people I helped, the more successful I became. It made complete sense, and everything aligned.


In a blue-collar Virginia town, we, surprisingly, grew the firm to over $1 billion in assets serving 3,000 clients with a broad array of financial needs to include investment management, planning, lending, insurance, estate planning, investment banking, and more. We had one hundred associates serving clients in forty-six states and five countries, and I, again, believed there was no limit to our success.


I was wrong again. My new tagline “zero to a billion” almost overnight became “a billion to zero.” This major black swan event crushed me, and everyone around me, more than all my previous failures combined.




I learned the third lesson of adversity that it may take on many forms, which cannot be foreseen or even explained, but we must develop enhanced radar and wisdom to help us see around corners.





In short order, the company was closed, I was in a federal trial, and then I was sitting on a metal prison bunk for the next fourteen years of my life . . . until I wasn’t. The pattern seemed to be continually repeating itself. I had received a master class in encountering and overcoming adversity, and while it’s true we learn best from mistakes, these mistakes do not necessarily have to be our own.


The Book and Its Structure


This book is at once a travelogue into the world of adversity as experienced by one former CEO brought low by adversity and a leadership guide to recognizing and overcoming adversity in all its forms. This book operates on at least two levels to help you position yourself to be better prepared for black swan events of all varieties.


First, this book recounts my story as an object lesson in what happens to an individual unprepared to deal with overwhelming adversity. You may find my story instructive because whatever I did, initially, to deal with adversity, you should basically do the opposite. And I hope you find great inspiration in my actions to eventually overcome what everyone told me was impossible. I’ve had a lot of time to look backward and consider my mistakes. My hope is that by recounting my wrong-headed responses to my own adversity in some detail, I can help readers avoid some of the mistakes when they face their own black swan event.


Second, each of the eleven chapters distills three or four critical lessons that I eventually gained from my ordeal. Together, these lessons and takeaways unlock the tactical preparation and strategic responses that just might have prevented what happened to me. Certainly, had I heeded these practical guidelines, I would have been in a much better position to defend myself. These lessons are highlighted with borders to make them stand out from the text. I consider these lessons—won at such a high price—so important that they are assembled together at the end of the book. If you must read only one part of this book, I recommend you consider the collected lessons in the Summary of Lessons, Takeaways, and Best Practices.


In addition to the numerous stories and anecdotes in each of the chapters, I have four stories that work best as stand-alone interludes. I offer these stories so the reader can better understand the journey I was on and the emotional battering on individuals and their families adversity always takes.


For leaders and those who strive to excel in today’s complex world of business, relationships, and connectedness, it is not a matter of if, but when will the black swan show up at your door. It normally occurs on a random Tuesday. My goal in this book is to allow you not only to learn from my myriad of mistakes but also to learn my hard-earned lessons and strategies which enabled me, step by step, to win a match that everyone said was impossible . . . and to receive miracles today which I cannot begin to explain.











CHAPTER 1





SURVIVE OR DIE


The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very brave impartially. If you are none of these you can be sure it will kill you too but there will be no special hurry.


—ERNEST HEMINGWAY, A FAREWELL TO ARMS




IT’S NOT EASY TO LOSE EVERYTHING that at one time seemed so important, so indispensable. My financial net worth was now zero. Less than zero if you consider I was in tremendous debt. All the tokens of privilege of a wealthy CEO were wiped away. My business, which I had built into a $1 billion success, was shuttered. The houses, the cars, the private jets, the golf clubs, the exotic vacations. All seized or evaporated.


Even my name became toxic. I was kicked off every board and committee. Every charity and philanthropy that had thought fit to honor me and my company by naming some program or high school stadium in gratitude for my donations quickly stripped off any recognition of my success.


And I was facing fourteen years of incarceration in federal prison.


Following the financial collapse of 2008, two neighbors, formerly successful financial advisors, took their lives. So many people were going through similar black swan events. Although we were not close, I quietly mourned their passing and prayed for their families. I remembered how this news had brought me to the brink of despair.


I had never before become so depressed and despondent that I considered taking my own life, yet now it was a very real consideration. My marriage fell apart. My ordeal killed my father. Basically I lost everything I had spent the first part of my career so zealously safeguarding.


I wrote two letters to Mission 22, the veterans charity focused on stopping the reported twenty-two suicides per day by our honorable warriors. I offered to help counsel struggling veterans and just be a pen pal and, possibly, save myself while saving someone else. No response.


Life-Altering Challenge


After my conviction for money laundering and fraud, I lost my name and became inmate 81091-083. Possibly the greatest challenge of prison is the loss of your name, identity, and everything that made you the person you were up to that moment.


FCI Fort Dix


The Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) saw fit to send me to the Federal Correctional Institution (FCI) Fort Dix, a dangerous US federal prison for male offenders in New Jersey—not one of the minimum-security camps normally housing white-collar inmates. It is the largest single federal prison in the United States based on the 4,000 inmates incarcerated there. I had to cope with being locked up in a brutal environment that was totally foreign to me.


Everything was loud—the metal doors slamming, the inmates fighting, the blaring announcements. The odors were overwhelming—the urinals, the trash, the men. The language was confusing—the prison gang vernacular, the dialects and accents, the shorthand and abbreviated communications. I, conceitedly, fought to maintain what I thought was standard English as a sign that I would eventually make it back out to my previous world.


Moves occurred on the hour, and this was the opportunity to change my environment from my bunk to work to the weight room. Moving meant I still had life, but the waiting to move would be excruciating. I couldn’t understand why the doors never opened on time as I stood crammed against the metal and concrete with fifty other prisoners waiting for the guard to release us. I battled myself not to focus on the minutia of the life to which I’d been reduced. Why couldn’t they serve the meals on time? Why couldn’t the count be conducted on time? Why couldn’t I maximize my day and accomplish as much as possible in each window I was given? As a business leader whose previous Outlook Calendar was separated into fifteen-minute increments, twelve hours per day, these miniscule battles were possibly the most challenging.


The prison supplies basically nothing more than a uniform. It was important to me to look as presentable as the circumstances allowed. I supposed it was my best shot at maintaining a form of dignity. Dignity in various shades of prison khaki is not easy, but possible. At least khaki was better than the orange jumpsuits, or paper jumpsuits, the institutions issued. I had my share of traveling in such outfits with hands and legs shackled as the BOP moved me from institution to institution.


I would purchase paper, pencils, typewriter ribbon, and toothpaste with the money my mother deposited in my prison account. I was humiliated that the woman I so proudly had rewarded with trips around the world was now having to send me money from her fixed income. This humiliation was only trumped by the infuriating rage I experienced when I periodically found my half-locker, holding my life possessions, broken into and my small cache of supplies raided. Theft was a constant. It was a part of prison life.


For the first few weeks of prison I was lost and groping for any semblance of normalcy. It was a dark time. I was disoriented, and hope was elusive. I called on all the reserves of resilience and bits of wisdom accumulated from sports, the military, and even the workshops I did with Tony Robbins and other leadership gurus. The power of those experiences would save me.


A Beginning and an End


I decided I was on a journey with a beginning and an end, hopefully. The end was too abstract to visualize. The beginning was very much in my face, so that’s where I would start. Survival is a decision and I decided to survive.


In retrospect, I see so clearly I was meant to face this life-altering challenge. I realized there was no way the universe had prepared me with so many previous trials only to allow me to give up now. I constantly thought of my son, Cole, who was dealing with this radical life change himself in his own manner, the best he could. I stayed in contact with my mother as often as possible, as she was now all alone after the death of my father during my trial. I could not let them down, again. I could not leave them all alone, again.


And, finally, one morning while running the dirt track to get out just enough anger to make it through another day in the violent surroundings of FCI Fort Dix, I made a commitment to myself to never again think of this end to the story. I decided I had made it through the initial shock and despair of this existential encounter, and I committed to survival.


By the end of that self-imposed 10k morning run, I decided, “Hell, if I’m going to survive this horrific challenge, I might as well win.” About the only thing they couldn’t take from me was my competitive perspective on life. I remembered I had the freedom to choose my own point of view. That’s the only thing any of us can reliably safeguard, and in the end it’s what saved me.


A New Beginning


I didn’t know exactly what “winning” looked like, so I started with a Life List.
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