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WARNING: This book makes jokes about the Third Reich, the Reign of Terror, World War I, cancer, Millard Fillmore, Chernobyl, and features a full-frontal nude photograph of an unattractive man.







FOR THOSE TWO KIDS AND EVERYBODY ELSE





PROLOGUE


CANCER: A LOVE STORY
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Beer Hall Putsch Hitler (1923)







Cancer lets you get away with a lot of stuff.


Cancer giveth and cancer taketh away, but if you knoweth how to get away with stuff, cancer really giveth.


In my case, cancer let me get away with making Hitler in a dress art, Mussolini on a tricycle art, Kim Jong-il lollipop art, Kim Jong-un lollipop art, decapitated Marie Antoinette art, decapitated John the Baptist art, Stalin in a bathtub art, Sartre bath mat art, Hirst family Christmas art (which includes urns, puppy skeletons, surgical instruments, and severed hog heads—Christmas gifts only Damien Hirst could give), oncology art, and some half-assed flower art to try and make my mom happy. I love getting away with Hitler in a dress art! Thank you, cancer.


After all, no less an artist than Andy Warhol said, “Art is what you can get away with.” Now, no self-respecting artist, especially one who gets away with Hitler art, is going to disagree with Andy Warhol on that one.


And if you’re tickled pink that one cancer lets you get away with stuff like Hitler in a dress art, you can only imagine what two cancers lets you get away with, because—hint—two cancers are better than one if you really want to get away with stuff. In my case, two cancers let me get away with a TEDx talk; dropping four hits of lorazepam at 10:00 in the morning; a fucking liberal use of the word “fuck”; a fuck of a lot of Hitler art; reminiscing about having an 18-gauge Bard biopsy gun inserted up my ass; leading the audience in a rousing rendition of “Happy Birthday to You” to my oncologist; and flaunting giant nude pictures of myself, complete with my assortment of tubes, scars, bruises, and staples. I love getting away with sharing dick pics with total strangers! Thank you, cancer.
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Chairman Mao Is a Yummy Yellow Cookie!
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Art for Oncologists







Cancer lets you get away with writing a cancer book called Hitler Saved My Life for Judith Regan. I’ll be honest with you: writing a book called Hitler Saved My Life isn’t as easy as it sounds. Most people, with a fair amount of good reason, tend to shy away from books called Hitler Saved My Life. These people include publishers with a fair amount of common sense. I can’t count how many of them rejected this book, and I can count real high because I went to college for seven years. I love getting away with writing a book for Judith Regan called Hitler Saved My Life. Thank you, cancer.


Cancer lets you get away with getting old. Cancer made me appreciate getting older, if not relish it, and enjoy all the wrinkles, memory lapses, medical malfunctions, unsightly hairs, and deluge of literature from the AARP—both printed and digital—that comes with getting old. I love getting away with loving getting old! Thank you, cancer.


Cancer lets you get away with sappy. I usually tend to shy away from sappy, but goddamn it, how can you not get sappy when cancer shows you how many people love you? I didn’t know how lucky I was as far as friends go until I was lucky enough to get cancer. With all due respect to Lou Gehrig, I am the luckiest man on the face of the Earth. Despite my best cynical intentions to the contrary, I love getting away with getting sappy! Thank you, cancer.


Yep, it’s pretty obvious. Cancer has been good to me. Cancer gave me Hitler art, an excuse for very public dick pics, a Hitler Saved My Life book, and a whole bunch of wonderment that has definitely made not dying from it worthwhile.


I love you, cancer. Big kiss.


Now go fuck yourself.
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Hirst Family Xmas (Detail: Pig’s Head)










PART ONE


HITLER SAVED MY LIFE
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Hitler’s Front Porch (1945)







Hitler wasn’t all bad. After all, he did kill Hitler. And about sixty years after killing himself, he saved my life. In fact, the least nice man in history was nice enough to save my life on more than one occasion over the course of fifteen or so years. What a hell of a guy who resides in hell, that Hitler!


It’s also worth mentioning Hitler saved my life in a dress; in a bathtub; on a swing set; in a toy car; on a dollhouse sofa with Himmler,1 Göring,2 Mussolini,3 and Ernst Röhm,4 with a tea party fit for a little princess; and in numerous other unusual situations not regularly associated with the Führer.


Yes, I know that an odd-mustached5 man best known for the death of six million members of the Jewish faith—not to mention a whole bunch of Russians, Poles, British, French, Dutch, Belgians, Greeks, Latvians, Norwegians, Americans, Canadians, Australians, Austrians, Czechs, Romanians, Hungarians, fellow Germans, and assorted others—is an unlikely savior and, as such, raises some pesky ethical questions.


Well, that’s cancer for you.


HITLER JUST ISN’T FOR EVERYBODY


While I’m unfamiliar with all the cancer treatments approved by the FDA, I am fairly certain Hitler is not one of them. There are approximately 345 cancer organizations in the world, including the American Association of Hematology, the Association of European Cancer Leagues, the Association of Population-Based Cancer Registries in Germany, the Australian Familial Pancre–atic Cancer Cohort, the Flemish Association for Nurses in Radiotherapy and Oncology, the Bulgarian National Cancer Registry, the Canadian Retinoblastoma Society, the Colon Cancer Alliance, the Connective Tissue Oncology Society, the Global Initiative Against HPV and Cervical Cancer, the International Society for Gastrointestinal and Hereditary Tumours, the International Waldenstrom’s Macroglobulinemia Foundation, the Italian League for the Fight Against Cancer, the Middle East Cancer Consortium, the Multicenter Italian Trials in Ovarian Cancer and Gynecologic Malignancies, the National Cancer Statistics Clearing House, the World Sarcoma Network, and the Zambian Cancer Society, and it’s a good guess each and every one would take issue with Hitler as a cancer therapy. Hitler just isn’t for everybody.
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Hitler’s Couch





Well, that’s Hitler for you.





1 Heinrich Himmler was the most ruthless Nazi. He was head of the SS, a particularly ruthless bunch of Nazis, and he said such ruthless things as, “The best political weapon is the weapon of terror. Cruelty commands respect. Men may hate us. But we don’t ask for their love; only for their fear.” Another ruthless Nazi, SS-Obergruppenführer Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski, said, “In my eyes, Himmler was worse than Hitler.” It takes some kind of worse to be worse than Hitler. Himmler also had the worst haircut in the Third Reich.


2 Hermann Göring was the fattest Nazi. He said, “Guns will make us powerful; butter will only make us fat.” Butter and a whole bunch of German food including, but far from limited to, Saurbraten, Hasenpfeffer, Spanferkel, Weinerschnitzel, Bratkartoffeln, Marzipan, Fischbrötchen, Schweinshaxe, Speckpfannkuchen, Leberkäse Mit Spiegelei, Bratwurst, Spatzle, Hendl, Kartoffelsalat, Spargel, Pfefferpotthast, Currywurst, Stollen, Kohlroulade, Pellkartoffein, Speckpfannkuchen, Königsberger Klopse, Schwarzwälder Kirschtorte, Mettbrötchen, Weihnachtsgans, and Rhabarbergrütze made Göring fat. Fatso’s last meal was by far his smallest: it was a cyanide capsule.


3 If you don’t know who Mussolini was, you have no business reading this essay or any other part of a book called Hitler Saved My Life.


4 Ernst Röhm was the gayest Nazi. Hitler didn’t believe there was any room for homosexuality in the master race. Homophobic Nazis murdered gay Nazi Röhm on July 2, 1934.


5 It’s no secret Hitler killed a lot of people. He also killed the toothbrush mustache. In 2010 Michael Jordan tried to resurrect the toothbrush mustache in an underpants commercial. He failed.





I


SOMETHING THAT IS PROBABLY NOTHING TURNS OUT TO BE SOMETHING
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Hitler Cleans Up Nice







On August 16, 2000, I pay a visit to an oncologist. Paying a visit to an oncologist is not like paying a visit to a dentist. After a visit to the dentist, you usually leave with a shiny smile and bag full of goodies for your teeth—a new toothbrush, dental floss, and a tiny tube of toothpaste. A trip to the oncologist rarely ends with a shiny smile, let alone a grab bag of oncology goodies.


Also, while I am a loyal odontophobic, a trip to the dentist is nowhere near as scary as a trip to the oncologist. A trip to the oncologist makes a trip to the dentist seem like a trip to Disneyland where you get Disneyland all to yourself.


My GP and a significantly elevated white blood count sent me to the oncologist.


“It’s probably nothing,” my GP said. “But . . .”


There’s always a “but” in these things.


“I need to send you to an oncologist to make sure it’s nothing.”


So he sends me to an oncologist named Dr. Spencer Shao at Northwest Cancer Specialists to make sure it’s nothing. Before I meet with Shao, his minions take a whole bunch of blood from me and put it in a whole bunch of colorfully labeled tubes.


“It’s probably nothing,” says one minion.


Then I meet with Shao while we wait for my blood test results that are probably nothing. He is a very friendly oncologist. He pokes me here and there, mostly where my spleen is. I never knew where my spleen was until it was repeatedly poked, so I learn something.6 He asks me if any of his poking hurts, especially in my newfound spleen. I tell him a little, yes, but isn’t that what poking is supposed to do—hurt? He asks me if I have night sweats. I tell him I have. He asks me if I am tired a lot. I tell him I am. He changes the subject and asks me what I do for a living. Idle chitchat is not something you expect from an oncologist, and I am a bit taken aback, but I recover and tell him I make Nike commercials. He says he really likes Nike commercials and asks me a lot of questions about a lot of commercials I had done with Michael Jordan, Bo Jackson, and Charles Barkley. I suppose an oncologist likes to talk about non-oncology things now and then.


Oh, and like everybody else, he tells me, “It’s probably nothing.”


I tell him I have seen Michael Jordan naked, Bo Jackson once called me his favorite hemorrhoid, and Charles Barkley said I was a role model for morons. Shao laughs. All the while he leaves the door open. Oncologists aren’t so scary, I think. I decide to go back to being afraid of dentists.


Then one of Shao’s minions comes in and gets him, and the friendly oncologist is gone for a while. Then he is gone for more than a while. He comes back. He shuts the door.


“That’s not a good sign, right?” I ask.


Shao shakes his head.


It is probably not nothing. It is something. It is something called chronic myelogenous leukemia. It is 10:38 in the morning. Chronic myelogenous leukemia is a bad way to start your day.


A lot of people will ask me the same question over the next few months: “What was the first thing that ran through your brain when you were told you have leukemia?” Answer: Will leukemia fuck up my golf game? Leukemia makes you think stupid things.7


The friendly oncologist talks very seriously about bone marrow transplants, the importance of siblings with matching bone marrow, prognoses, more bloodletting, upcoming tests involving large needles, other next steps, and a whole bunch of stuff that I really don’t understand because eventually it all sounds Albanian to me, and I don’t speak Albanian.


He writes “chronic mylegoneous leukemia” in lousy handwriting on a Northwest Cancer Specialists stationery for me. I don’t know why he writes it down, because being told you have leukemia is something you are not likely to forget.


Shao sends me back to the front desk to make my next appointment and start my new life with leukemia. I run into a coworker who is dealing with breast cancer. She asks me, “What are you doing here?”


“Just some tests. It’s probably nothing.”


I pretend it’s probably nothing and jump on a plane and head to a preproduction meeting in L.A. This is called denial.


The plane ride is two hours of extreme bumpiness. The woman next to me clutches my arm a number of times throughout the flight, and that number is a big number. I do not care for small talk with strangers on planes,8 let alone excessive clutching from them. Her grabbing makes me wish leukemia was transmittable by touch. People gasp, yelp, and scream. Some vomit. Aside from the constant clutching, the rough ride doesn’t bother me one bit. It is my first experience with the many benefits of leukemia: it makes a bumpy plane ride—even one filled with clutching, gasps, yelps, screams, and some vomit—a 29,000-foot-high cakewalk.


But how long will I enjoy the benefits? I really have no idea, because I’m pretty sure when Shao spoke about the how-long-you-have-left-according-to-statistics part, he spoke Albanian.


Later that evening, I meet my friend Tom Muldoon for drinks and dinner. Tom is one of the ten nicest people in the world. He’s so nice he’s an un-Hitler. Tom likes to smile, laugh, talk real loud, repeat himself, and drink vodka repeatedly. He’s from the really cold part of Michigan. He also comes from a family of 42,189 children.9 Tom’s parents liked to screw, presumably, in part to keep warm in the really cold part of Michigan.


Tom asks, “What’s new?”


I blurt out, “Melinda and I fight too fucking much, Jake and Hallie are too fucking good to be true, I’m fucking duck-hooking everything off the tee, Nike is a fucking pain in the ass, the fucking Pirates fucking suck,10 I’m fucking going more bald, and I have fucking leukemia.”


Tom stops smiling and starts drinking his vodka really fast.


Tom, vodka, and I blah-blah-blah about my leukemia-filled day. Leukemia, as I would discover that night, is a narcissist.11 It likes to be the center of attention. Tom could have won the lottery and been crowned the Queen of Denmark earlier that day, but it wouldn’t have made a bit of difference; we’d still be talking about my leukemia. Tom interrupts my leukemia and says one of his 42,188 siblings is an oncologist, and he leaves the bar and calls his oncologist sibling. Tom returns to the bar about twenty minutes later, sans smile, and orders another vodka and drinks it really, really fast.


My leukemia, on the other hand, is gleefully enjoying being the fucking center of attention.


Tom says, “He says it’s not good.”


“Damn. I thought leukemia was good.”


We have a good laugh.


Then we have vodka for dinner. It’s a good dinner. We stop talking about leukemia. Perhaps vodka is a cure for leukemia. This theory will merit further and diligent research.


Tom goes home. I go to my hotel for the night. Fuck! I forgot to tell my wife. I blame the vodka. Blaming the vodka is just finger-pointing on my part. I honestly don’t want to tell my wife. I don’t know how to tell my wife. My wife has spent her life surrounded by cancer. Her dad died of it when she was only thirteen. Her sister has it. Her mom had it. Our dog has it. She is an oncology nurse. She doesn’t have any more room for cancer. I feel guilty.


I stare at the phone and finally call my wife, Melinda, before I go to bed. I’m not sure what I’m saying until I blurt out in a spasm: “Ihaveleukemia.” It probably sounds Albanian, drunken Albanian. She tells me to come home. My leukemia and I listen to my wife, and we go home first thing the next morning.


I am scared. My leukemia, on the other hand, is gleefully enjoying being the fucking center of attention.


    


    6 Your spleen is located in the left upper quadrant of your abdomen, just beneath your left diaphragm and next to your stomach. It is protected by your ninth, tenth, and eleventh ribs.


    7 It also fucks up your golf game.


    8 If you hate chitchatting with strangers on a plane, here’s a tip: Read or pretend to read a big-ass biography of Hitler A or, better yet, Mein Kampf, and giggle. You will not be disturbed.


    8A I recommend Ian Kershaw’s two-volume tome, Hitler 1889–1936: Hubris and Hitler 1936–1945: Nemesis. It’s really fucking long and chock-full of stuff to fake-giggle about. Furthermore, plunking down both volumes on your seat practically guarantees not being spoken to by the potentially annoying stranger next to you.


    9 Somewhat closer to eleven, but who’s counting?


    10 The Pittsburgh Pirates would lose to the Houston Astros 11–10 on August 16, 2000, dropping to a very sucky 49–70.


    11 Leukemia is undoubtedly pronounced /lu’ki-ME-e/ for this very reason.
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Big Dumb Nazi Tea Party (Detail)








II


LEUKEMIA IS BAD, AND OTHER GOOD THINGS
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Göring’s Fish







I quickly learn leukemia is bad, and people have a bad habit of dying from it. I also learn there is a list of famous people who died of leukemia. It’s somewhat of a popularity contest for famous people who died of leukemia, from the most popular famous person who died of leukemia to the 447th most popular famous person who died of leukemia.12 According to this list, Marie Curie is the most popular person to die of leukemia. I don’t know if this is a good or bad thing, or both.


Marie, the bad news is you have leukemia and will die. The good news is you are the most popular person in history who will die of leukemia.


Marie is in good and bad company. Some of the other 446 most famous (and infamous) people who died of leukemia include Joan Blondell, Fred MacMurray, Louis B. Mayer, Spiro Agnew, George Raft, Charles Bukowski, Colonel Sanders, Graham Greene, Victor Mature, Rainer Maria Rilke, Sonja Henie, B. F. Skinner, Liberace’s brother, Phil Spector’s son, Alan Shepard, Tom Landry, Boxcar Willie, Klaus Barbie,13 John Ireland, Bela Bartok, George Murphy, Nannie Doss,14 Terence Rattigan, Andy Devine,15 Candy Darling, Smiley Burnette, Gus Sonnenberg, and Allison Hayes, who played the 50-Foot Woman.16


A medical textbook belonging to my oncology nurse wife says chronic myelogenous leukemia (CML) is “insidious.” “Insidious” is a bad word.17


It says that according to statistics, without a bone marrow transplant, the rest of my life will last somewhere between two and four years. That is a bad rest of a life for a forty-two-year-old.


Both my sisters undergo tests involving large needles to see if either of their bone marrows match mine. Neither do, and therefore I have less than a 30 percent chance of surviving the operation meant to save my life. That is a bad percentage.


Interferon is the standard treatment for chronic myelogenous leukemia. Interferon side effects include, but are not limited to, fever, chills, headache, fatigue, fatal and nonfatal ulcerative and hemorrhagic colitis, pancreatitis, thyroiditis, thrombocytopenia, rheumatoid arthritis, interstitial nephritis, systemic lupus erythematosus, loss of appetite, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, bruising, bleeding, hypotension, arrhythmia, tachycardia, cardiomyopathy, myocardial infarction, hair loss, behavioral changes, mood swings, shortness of breath, memory loss, chest pains, swelling, and skin rash. Those are bad side effects.


I research this interferon stuff further and find out it really doesn’t work all too well against chronic mylegenous leukemia. It may give you a few extra years at best—years that will usually be lived in a perpetual bad-flu-like state. That is a bad way to live the rest of your life, regardless of how long (or short) the rest of your life may last.


I learn more about the symptoms of leukemia, primarily by getting them. Those symptoms are fever, chills, persistent fatigue, frequent infections, severe infections, weight loss, an enlarged liver, an enlarged spleen, easy bleeding, easy bruising, recurrent nosebleeds, petechiae,18 excessive sweating (especially at night), and bone pain. These are bad symptoms. If you experience any, all, or some of these symptoms, I suggest you see your doctor.


I start seeing and hearing the word “leukemia” everywhere—in obituaries, on billboards, in news articles, in movies, in songs.19 Even my hero, Lou Reed, makes me think of leukemia because his first name and the first syllable of “leukemia” sound the same.20


Ryan O’Neal has chronic myelogenous leukemia. He is a bad actor.


In short, I’m learning a lot of bad things about leukemia. And it’s been less than a week since I met with the friendly-turned-serious-but-still-friendly oncologist, Shao. Either I’m a quick learner or time flies when you have leukemia.


I am also getting a pretty good idea of how I will die. This is not necessarily a bad thing. It takes the guesswork out of that nagging how-will-I-die question and therefore pretty much answers the will-I-get-murdered-by-a-serial-killer question in the negative. Becoming somewhat assured you will not get murdered by a serial killer, for whatever reason, is a good thing and qualifies as one of the many benefits of leukemia. But the best good news about leukemia comes to me while in Milwaukee on a business trip. A Milwaukee bar’s marquee reads: BEAT LEUKEMIA. WIN A COLOR TV. Don’t die of leukemia and win a color TV at the same time? Sounds good to me. I need a new TV.
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Göring’s Lunch








12 By definition, 447th most popular is not very popular.


13 A particularly nasty Nazi, known as the “Butcher of Lyon.” Not to be confused with Barbie, the doll.


14 American serial killer responsible for eleven deaths, including four of her five husbands, her mother, her sister, her grandson, and one of her mothers-in-law. Hopefully the irony of a serial killer being killed by another serial killer (leukemia) is not lost on you.


15 American actor best known for his whiny voice. Also known as the voice of Cornelius Rooster in Kellogg’s Corn Flakes commercials. Frank Zappa wrote a song about Andy Devine not very cleverly called “Andy.”


16 The actress Allison Hayes played the 50-Foot Woman in Attack of the 50 Foot Woman. She was forty-four feet, five inches short of being a fifty-foot-tall woman.


17 The Oxford English Dictionary defines the adjective “insidious” as (1) proceeding in a gradual, subtle way, but with harmful effects. The Oxford English Dictionary goes on to use “insidious” in a few sentences: “Sexually transmitted diseases can be insidious and sometimes without symptoms”; and, “Nuclear disc lesions are of gradual or insidious onset, the history may be on and off back pain and back pain getting worse.” The Oxford English Dictionary goes on (again) to further define “insidious” as “treacherous; crafty” and, again, helpfully use it in a sentence: “Personally, we can’t stand this insidious practise of sneaking adverts into non-commercial formats.”


The Oxford English Dictionary then gives the origin of the word “insidious”: Mid-sixteenth century: from Latin insidiosus “cunning,” form insidiae “an ambush or trick,” from insiderer “in wait for,” from in- “on” + sedere “sit.” The Oxford English Dictionary even lets the reader know that “fastidious,” “hideous,” “invidious,” and “perfidious” all rhyme with “insidious.” This is very handy if you are writing a poem or a song about chronic mylegenous leukemia and want to, with good reason, incorporate the word “insidious.” All in all, the Oxford English Dictionary is very helpful when in comes to all things insidious.


18 “Petechiae” is a fancy word meaning you have lots of tiny, yet unsightly, red spots all over your body as apposed to attractive tiny red spots all your body.


19 Jim Carroll’s “People Who Died” contains the lyric “Bobby got leukemia, fourteen years old/He looked like sixty-five when he died.” Nobody dies of prostate cancer in a song or a movie.


20 I go so far as inventing a form of leukemia called Loureedkemia. Loureedkemia (LRL) is a myeloproliferative disorder that follows a clinical course in which a chronic phrase of variable duration precedes an accelerated and ultimately ennui phase that is characterized by a propensity to talk, not sing, depressing songs. There is no cure.







III


ONE HUNDRED SIX LAST WORDS


Leukemia makes you think about last words. There are some great last words out there.


Winston Churchill’s last words were “I’m bored with it all.”


Marie Antoinette’s last words were “Pardonnez-moi, monsieur.” She stepped on the foot of her executioner.


Dominique Bouhours’s last words were “I am about to—or I am going to—die: either expression is correct.” Bouhours was a famously picky French grammarian.


Entertainer Donald O’Connor’s last words were “I’d like to thank the Academy for my Lifetime Achievement Award that I will eventually get.” It’s a waste of some really good last words, because O’Connor still hasn’t gotten that Lifetime Achievement Award.


James M. Barrie’s last words were “I can’t sleep.” He got to sleep.


Caligula’s last words were “I am still alive!” Caligula’s personal guards were busy trying to stab him to death when he said this, so they stabbed him some more.


Groucho Marx’s last words were “This is no way to live!”


Oscar Wilde’s last words were “Either that wallpaper goes, or I do.” The wallpaper stayed.


Leon Trotsky’s last words were “I feel that this time they have succeeded.” Stalin, Trotsky’s rival, had unsuccessfully tried to have Leon assassinated numerous times prior to “this time.”


Dylan Thomas’s last words were “I’ve had eighteen straight whiskeys. I think that’s the record.”


Humphrey Bogart’s last words were “I should have never switched from scotch to martinis.”


God, as expected, often makes His way into a lot of famous last words.


Heinrich Heine’s last words were “God will pardon me; that’s his line of work.”


Joan Crawford’s last words were “Don’t you dare ask God to help me!” God didn’t.


James Thurber’s last words were “God bless . . . God damn.”


Damn. There are some damn good last words out there. What will my last words be? When will my last words be?
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