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Lost December




A certain man had two sons:

And the younger of them said to his father, Father, give me the portion of goods that falleth to me. And he divided unto them his living.

And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far country, and there wasted his substance with riotous living.

And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land; and he began to be in want.

And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him into his fields to feed swine.

And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave unto him.

And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my father’s have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!

I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee,

And am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants.

And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.

And the son said unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son.

But the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet:

And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it; and let us eat, and be merry: For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.

Luke 15:11-24



PROLOGUE
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A ninety-year-old man went to confession. “Father,” he said, “I left my wife and ran off with a thirty-year-old woman.”

The priest said, “That’s terrible, but I don’t recognize your voice. Are you a member of this parish?”

The old man replied, “No. I’m not Catholic.”

“Then why are you telling me this?” The priest asked.

“I’m ninety years old,” the old man replied, “I’m telling everyone.”

[image: Images]

There are those who share their stories of waywardness with false shame and fond recollection—a misplaced pride in past misdeeds. I am not that fool. I share my story for your benefit, not mine. On my part, I feel nothing but shame and gratitude. Shame for the people I hurt and gratitude that they didn’t desert me when I most deserved it. It has been said that sometimes the greatest hope in our lives is just a second chance to do what we should have done right in the first place. This is the story of my second chance.



CHAPTER

One

Some mistakenly believe that “prodigal” means lost or wayward.
It doesn’t. It means “wastefully extravagant.”
No matter, both definitions are true of me.
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My seventh-grade English teacher, Mr. Adams, used to say, “No matter how thin the pancake, there are still two sides.” Two sides to every story. People mistake that little chestnut for wisdom—as if all real evil in this world can be explained away if we’ll but listen to the other side of the story. Tell that to your local serial killer. I believe that adage amounts to nothing more than moral laziness—a motto for people who carry moral compasses without needles. Make no mistake, all evil has its side of the story.

I’m telling you this because in presenting my side of the story, I do not want you to confuse it for justification. No matter what excuses I told myself at the time, my choices were wrong. I was wrong. I’ll warn you in advance—as you read my story, you won’t like me. I understand. Neither did I. You have likely heard the story of the prodigal son. That’s my story too. I’m here to tell my side of the story.



CHAPTER

Two

Only those who never step, never stumble.
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If the seeds of my fall were planted in my youth, they didn’t begin to bloom until my years at Wharton business school at the University of Pennsylvania, carefully cultivated by a gardener you’ll learn about later.

Before then, I lived where I was born, in Scottsdale, Arizona, an upscale suburb of Phoenix. My childhood was a little unusual. My mother died of breast cancer when I was seven, and my father threw himself into his work to deal with his grief. My father, Carl Crisp, was an innovative and brilliant man—a corporate visionary. Through his industry he built an international company. Unless you live in an Appalachian cave or a shanty in an Everglades swamp, you’ve probably heard of it: Crisp’s Copy Centers. There are currently more than two thousand locations throughout the U.S. and Canada, the number of stores rising monthly.

My father threw himself into his work, but he didn’t neglect me. Rather, he took me with him. I spent my early years at his side. When most boys my age were learning to throw a curve ball, I was learning how to replace a toner cartridge in a color copier.

By the time I was sixteen, I was managing my first copy center—a small Crisp’s copy shop in Gilbert, Arizona. I’m pretty sure that I was the only sophomore in high school driving a self-financed BMW. I oversaw twelve copy centers while going to college. By the time I was twenty-one, I had graduated summa cum laude from Arizona State University.

People always say that I look a lot like my father, which I consider a compliment. We are both tall and a little gangly, with light brown hair. But that’s where our likeness ends. My father’s most noticeable trait is his intense, dark eyes, partially shadowed beneath bushy eyebrows. He always told me that the secret to success is “laser focus,” and he had the eyes for it. He could always see through me.





CHAPTER

Three

On the calendar, all days look the same,
but they do not carry the same weight.
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If I had to pick a day that my life turned, I’d peg it to six weeks after my December graduation from ASU. My father and I had been working together on a presentation and stopped to have dinner at our favorite restaurant, DiSera’s, a fancy and popular Italian restaurant halfway between our home and the Crisp’s corporate office building. We ate there almost weekly, and the owner, Lawrence “Larry” DiSera was a close friend of my father. We even had our own table in the restaurant, beneath a painting of a buxom Tuscan girl stomping grapes. On special occasions—birthdays and celebrations—Larry himself would come to our table and play the mandolin.

But the night my life changed, it wasn’t my birthday and we weren’t celebrating anything. We were just eating. Somewhere between the antipasto and the primi piatti, my father said, “I think you should get an M.B.A.”

The comment came as far out of the blue as a meteor. I was glad to be back to work at Crisp’s and already felt like college had been an unnecessary delay. For a moment I just looked at him. “Why?”

“I think it would be good for you.”

I hoped he wasn’t serious, but from his demeanor I knew he was. It was the same look he’d had when he suggested I take over as area manager of our Phoenix stores.

“I’d rather learn business in the real world,” I said, “You didn’t get an M.B.A. It hasn’t hurt you.”

“More than you think,” he replied.

“You founded one of America’s largest companies. How can you say it hurt you?” I punctuated my argument with a bite of caprese salad. When I finished chewing, I said, “Besides, we’ve got enough going on getting ready for the public offering.”

“That’s why I think you shouldn’t wait,” he said

“You want me to go back to ASU?”

“I was thinking somewhere out of state. Maybe Harvard or Wharton.”

Our conversation seemed to be spiraling off in the wrong direction. “What’s wrong with staying here?” I asked. “ASU’s got a great business program. And there’s Thunderbird.”

“They’re good schools,” my father said. “I just think it might be good for you to get out on your own for a while. Going back East would help you get a feel for the climate outside the Southwest.”

Up to that point in my life I had always lived at home with my father. “You sound like you’re trying to get rid of me.”

My father smiled. “Maybe I am,” he said. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately. It’s a parent’s job to give their children roots and wings. I’ve given you roots—maybe too many of them—but not enough wings. I think I need to nudge you out of the nest a little. I want you to fly.”

“Or plummet to my death,” I said.

He grinned. “That’s not going to happen.”

“I didn’t think I was doing so bad here,” I said.

“Bad? I couldn’t be more proud of you. You were successfully running a multimillion dollar business at nineteen. This isn’t about not measuring up. This isn’t even about business. This is about your life. I want you to have the opportunities I didn’t have. I don’t want you to have any regrets.”

“I don’t have any regrets,” I said.

He looked at me for a moment, then sighed. “Maybe I have them for you. You didn’t have the childhood most of your schoolmates had.”

“I don’t want their childhoods. I like my life the way it is. I like working at Crisp’s.”

“It’s a lot bigger world out there than just Crisp’s.”

“You don’t want me to work at Crisp’s?”

“I’m not saying that. You know that I want you to take over the company someday. But I want you to make that choice with your eyes wide open. It may be that in the end Crisp’s is exactly what you want—or maybe it’s not—but, whatever you choose, at least you had a choice. I won’t take that away from you.”

“If I went back East, who would take care of things here?”

“Henry will do until you get back.” Henry Price was my dad’s chief financial officer and number two. “I’m sure he’ll relish the chance to step up.”

I had no doubt he would. Henry had always struck me as ambitious. “Who will take care of you?”

My father looked at me and I saw a mixture of sadness and pride in his face. “That’s what I was afraid of,” he said softly. “You’ve been watching over me instead of the other way around. I’ll be fine. Besides, I’ve got Mary.”

Mary was my father’s personal assistant. She had been with my father even before my mother died—way back in the early days of Crisp’s when there were just three stores and they were still running to the local office warehouse to pick up boxes of copy paper. Mary was in her late fifties, single, childless and affable. She didn’t have a high school diploma, but what she lacked in scholarship she made up for in devotion to my father. I always thought she seemed more like a mother than an assistant.

My father went back to eating while I thought over his proposition. After a few minutes I breathed out slowly. “I’ll think it over.”

My father said without looking up, “Fair enough. In the meantime, we have the national conference to prepare for. So hurry up and eat. There’s work to do.”





CHAPTER

Four

Under the right circumstances, a tiny spark
can grow into an inferno that can overcome an entire city.
So can an idea.
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The spark from that dinner conversation caught fire. By the next week I had sent in my application to Wharton business school. My father had an old investor friend in the Wharton administration who was able to help expedite things, and a month later my father and I were on a plane, flying to Philadelphia for my enrollment interview.

In spite of my initial resistance, I liked what I saw. I suppose that my father was right—a part of me wanted to venture out and see what else was out there. I was accepted into the program, and I enrolled with a major in operations and information management. A week after my acceptance I returned to Philadelphia to find housing. I found an apartment in Sansom Place, a tower within walking distance of the campus, and by the next August I was back in school.

Even though I was in my twenties, I was homesick those first few weeks away. It was the first time I had lived alone and Philadelphia was a strange new world. The city was crowded and old and, for most of the year, cold—a far cry from the dry heat of the Arizona desert. I had my own room in Sansom, which was a double-edged sword. The good news was that I had privacy. The bad news was that I had too much of it. Those first few weeks I was agonizingly lonely. I had no idea how much that was going to change.

My fifth week at Wharton, I was sitting in a management communications class when a pretty young woman sitting two chairs to my right, suddenly leaned toward me, her long, brown hair spilling over the vacant chair between us.

“Hi. I’m Candace,” she said. She had beautiful dark, almond-shaped eyes, the kind you’d probably stare at if you knew you wouldn’t be caught. I instinctively looked behind me to see if she was talking to someone else. That made her smile. “I’m talking to you,” she said. “What’s your name?”

“Luke,” I said.

“Hi, Luke. Some friends of mine are getting together for a study group tonight at Smokey Joe’s. Want to join us?”

“What’s Smokey Joe’s?”

“It’s a local hangout. It’s kind of famous. You must be new to Philly.”

“Brand-new,” I said.

“So am I. Want to come?”

“Yeah, sounds great.”

“Good. Where do you live?”

“I’m on the fifteenth floor of Sansom Place West.”

“We’re neighbors. I’m on the third floor. We can meet in the lobby and walk together.”

“What time?”

“Around six?”

“Great.”

“Great,” she echoed. She leaned back in her seat.

I found myself smiling through the rest of the class.





CHAPTER

Five

Clever people can be invigorating or draining.
Sometimes both.

[image: Images] Luke Crisp’s Diary [image: Images]

[image: Images]

That evening I went downstairs to the lobby of my building about five minutes before six. Candace wasn’t there. Around ten minutes past the hour I wondered if she was going to stand me up. I was about to go back up to my room when she came out of the elevator.

I didn’t recognize her at first as she had changed her clothes. Her hair was pulled back and she wore expensive-looking denim jeans and a blue, short-waist suede jacket that accentuated her figure. She walked up to me, her face lit with a broad smile. “Sorry I’m late. My roommate came home crying and I couldn’t just run out on her.”

“No worries,” I said. “You said this is a study group. Should I bring my books?”

She smiled wryly. “It’s really not much of a study group,” she said. “I don’t know why we call it that. Probably so we don’t feel so bad about all the time we waste. Most of us met the first weekend of preterm courses and just started hanging out.” I followed her outside and we started walking west. “Smokey Joe’s is this way.”

The air outside was crisp and the sun was hidden beneath a canopy of low clouds.

As we walked, Candace asked, “Where are you from, Luke?”

“Scottsdale, Arizona.”

“Scottsdale,” she said. “Scottsdale Fashion Square.”

“You’ve been there?”

“Several times. I love Arizona. I usually stay at the Phoenician.”

“That’s only three miles from my house—right by Camelback Mountain.”

“I’ve hiked Camelback,” she said. “That’s a beautiful area.”

“It’s home,” I replied. “Where are you from?”

“Cincinnati. Mostly. Growing up, my family moved a lot. But I call Cincinnati home.”

“What got you into business?” I asked.

“In the words of Willie Sutton, ‘That’s where the money is.’”

“Who’s Willie Sutton?” I asked.

“He was a famous bank robber during the Great Depression. When they asked him why he robbed banks, he said …”

“… That’s where the money is,” I said.

She smiled. “Right.”

“What’s this Smokey Joe’s place like?” I asked.

“You know, it’s your typical college hangout. President Ford called it ‘the seventeenth institution of higher learning at the University of Pennsylvania,’ or something like that. They call themselves the Pennstitution. I’m not sure what that means. It’s just a good place to unwind.”

“It sounds fun.”

“I hope it is,” she said, sounding a little cautious. “I should warn you about my friends. They can be a little … jarring.”

“Jarring?”

“Yeah, like a car accident. But at least they’re not dull. They’re never dull.”

“That’s good,” I said.

“Yeah, that’s good,” she said. Then she added, “Usually.”
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Smokey Joe’s was located on campus in University Square, about a ten-minute walk from my apartment. The place looked like what you’d expect from a college hangout, with low ceilings, wood paneling and framed photographs on the wall. It was noisy and crowded with students. There was a jukebox playing ’80s music. Candace looked around until a red-haired woman waved to us from across the room. Candace took my arm. “We’re over there.”

We pushed our way through the restaurant to the east corner, where a group of five students were sitting at a table with a half-eaten pizza and two large pitchers of beer. The man at the head of the table looked a little like James Dean. His hair was golden brown and he wore a cotton oxford shirt unbuttoned to his chest, with the sleeves rolled up. He looked at me coolly.

“Everyone, this is Luke,” Candace said.

Everyone waved or bobbed their heads except for the James Dean look-alike who studied me for a moment before speaking. “Luke-warm,” he said. “I’m Sean. Have a beer.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Candace and I sat down. Candace said, “That’s Marshall, Suzie, Lucy and James.”

“Hi,” I said.

A tall blond guy reached across the table and shook my hand. “I’m Marshall.”

“Hi,” I said.

“What’s your last name, Luke?” Sean asked.

“Crisp.”

“Crisp, like, Crisp’s Copy Centers?” asked James, a thin, olive-skinned man with dark brown curly hair.

“Yeah, just like it,” I said, purposely not making the connection.

“That’s not a common name,” Lucy said. Lucy was the woman who had waved to us as we entered. She was a resplendent redhead with beautiful emerald green eyes, full lips and a shapely figure. She had one hand on Marshall’s arm, so I assumed they were together. “Are you any relation to the owners of Crisp’s?”

“It’s my father’s company,” I said.

Candace looked at me in surprise.

“Carl Crisp is your father?” Marshall practically shouted. “I read his Forbes write-up last April. Now there’s a capitalist. He’s put more people out of business than Hurricane Katrina.”

“Who’s your father,” I asked sharply, “Che Guevara?”

Everyone laughed except Marshall.

“Che Guevara. That’s good,” Sean said, looking impressed. “Then you’re definitely one of us. We are the fruit of capitalism and the spawn of privilege. We have everything and we have nothing.” He raised a beer. “To champagne dreams and cardboard souls.”

The phrase made me smile. I wondered how closely it truly described him.

“Cardboard souls,” echoed Suzie, a very thin young woman with short blond hair.

“So, Mr. Crisp,” Sean said, his gaze settling on me. “What is the meaning of life?”

Candace rolled her eyes.

“He asks everyone that,” Lucy said.

I felt a little awkward. “Haven’t answered that one yet, Sean. I’m just happy to be here.”

“I like that,” Candace said.

“Yes, the unexamined life,” Sean said, “That is a statement of its own. Now James, here, says he’s a born-again, whatever that means …”

“It means I’m Christian,” he said to me.

“As I said, whatever that means,” Sean said. “Making fun of Christians is like hunting cows with a machine gun.”

James just shook his head.

“Now Lucy here is an agnostic, even though that’s kind of a big word for her …”

Lucy playfully hit him.

“… And Marshall is a hedonist.”

“Altruistic hedonist,” Marshall corrected.

“What is an altruistic hedonist?” I asked.

Marshall said, “We believe that the only things in life worth pursuing are beauty and pleasure—the honest fulfillment of the senses. But, we also acknowledge that altruism brings a type of pleasure as well.”

“I haven’t figured out what Suzie is,” Sean said.

“Moral capitalist,” Suzie said.

“There’s an oxymoron for you,” Marshall said.

“What am I?” Candace asked.

“You,” Sean replied slowly, “are careful.”

Candace shrugged. “Unlike you,” she said.

“So what are you?” I asked Sean.

He smiled. “I am deeply superficial.”

“Which means he doesn’t know what he is,” Suzie said.

“Which means,” Sean said, “that I’m not arrogant enough to claim that I know the meaning of life, if there is such a thing.”

“Did you actually use the words ‘not’ and ‘arrogant’ to describe yourself?” Candace asked.

“Since you all have handles,” I said, “I suppose I’m a capitalist too. That’s why we’re chasing the M.B.A. carrot, right?”

“I love carrots,” Lucy said. She turned to me. “I’m vegan.”

Marshall said, “Now hold on, that doesn’t preclude you from being a hedonist. Would you say your capitalism is a means or an end?”

“A means or an end to what?” I asked.

“Let me put it this way,” Marshall said, “If you had a billion dollars, would you keep on working?”

I thought about it. “Probably.”

“Then you’re as much a hedonist as me.”

“How did you come to that conclusion?” Candace asked.

“I’m just saying, that if your ultimate goal is to make money for the sake of making money, then you are the most extreme of hedonists, taking pleasure in the most obscure of pleasures.”

“Marshall’s right,” Sean said. “Modern capitalism has created a new aesthetic, a shiny new species of man—one who doesn’t value what money can buy, only money itself. It’s like preparing a feast just to look at it.”

“That can be pleasurable too,” Candace said.

“You,” Sean said, pointing at Candace, “don’t talk so much.”

Candace rolled her eyes.

“There’s always been that man,” I said. “Just read Dickens.”

“You’re right,” Sean said, nodding, “Our culture has invented nothing, it just unabashedly embraces cultures’ past failures—wipes them off and calls them new. It’s philosophically fascinating—the relativists have asserted for centuries that the journey is the destination, and this new breed of capitalist is living that. Create and hoard. It’s poetic.”

“I don’t know why anyone would bother,” Lucy said, “It’s too much work. I say, work to live, not live to work. Just enough to afford life’s pleasures.”

“What do you know about work?” Marshall asked.

“Ask me what I know about pleasure,” she replied, leaning into him.

“Well, it does raise interesting questions,” Candace said, “How much is enough? Are we born for greed or good? And, ultimately, what is good?”

“That’s the right question,” Sean said, touching the tip of his nose as if we were playing charades. “Greed is good.”

“God is good,” James said. He had spoken so little I’d almost forgotten he was there.

“This might surprise you,” Sean said, turning to James, “but for once I’m not disagreeing with you, my twice-born friend. If you believe in God and that God is good, then it would be wrong to not acknowledge the good He’s created. It would be like worshiping the tree but shunning its fruit. Good is to be found in the pursuit of the pleasures of the world.”

“So today you’re a hedonist,” Marshall said.

“Hedonist and believer. Think about it. If you believe in the one All Mighty Creator, then look at what He’s created: the sensual pleasures, food, drink, flesh—they’re His creations, not ours—created for our enjoyment. And that is the only God worth worshiping, the one who created us …”

“Or we created,” interjected Marshall.

“… Or we created,” Sean agreed. “The God who wants us to experience true pleasure. Anything less is masochism. And that’s Lucy’s deal, not mine.”

Lucy grinned.

“She’d have to be a masochist to stay with Marshall,” Suzie said.

Sean raised a glass. “To greed, hedonism and the One True God who gave it to the world.”

Candace was right. Her friends were anything but dull.





CHAPTER

Six

What a difference having a friend makes…
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Candace and I left Smokey Joe’s a few hours later. It was dark outside and the temperature had fallen, necessitating a brisker pace. “So what did you think of my friends?” Candace asked.

“Interesting.”

“Interesting good or interesting bad?”

“Keeping up with their banter is the mental equivalent of a treadmill,” I said.

She burst out laughing, which had a sweet, joyful ring to it. “Exactly. Sometimes when you’re with them you just want to drink yourself stupid. I never take them too seriously, but every now and then they’ll say something worth thinking about.”

“So I take it that Sean’s the leader?”

“Pretty much.”

“Tell me about him.”

“Sean’s the son of a very wealthy Boston investment banker. He’s worldly, you know? He’s like a collegiate shaman. He’s got this amazing sense—he knows every party and can get into any of them. He’s likable, don’t you think?”

I nodded. “He’s very charismatic.”

“Yeah, he is. I could tell he liked you.”

“How could you tell?”

“Believe me, you’d know if he didn’t.” She brushed her hair back from her face. “Lucy and Suzie both have a thing for him.”

“I thought Lucy was with Marshall.”

“She is. But I’m pretty sure that’s by default. The girls all want Sean.”

“You too?”

“Present company excluded,” she said. “Sean’s not exactly the kind of foundation you’d want to build on, if you know what I mean.”

“Are they all in Wharton?”

“No. Lucy’s working on her undergrad at UPenn. Same with Suzie. I think she’s an art major. Sean and Marshall met them at a club.”

“What’s James’s story? He didn’t really seem to fit in with Sean and Marshall.”

“No, I’m not sure why he hangs out with them,” she said. “James comes from a military family, so there’s no money. He’s at Wharton on a scholarship and he works on the side. He owns an office-cleaning business.”

“He seems more serious than the others.”

“He is. He misses a lot of our get-togethers to actually study. He’s also the only one of the group who goes to church, which Sean enjoys mocking.”

“Then why does he hang out with them?”

“Like I said, I’m not sure why. Maybe he thinks he can save their souls.”

“It doesn’t seem to be working,” I said.

“No, I don’t think so.”

“How about you?” I asked. “Are you religious?”

“Not really. I go to church now and then, Christmas, Easter, that kind of thing. And you?”

“I did when I was little. When my mother was still alive.”

“You lost your mother?”

“When I was seven.”

She looked at me sympathetically. “I’m sorry. That must have been horrible.”

“It was.” I turned to her. “So, how did you answer Sean’s question? What is the meaning of life?”

“I think,” she said deliberately, “the meaning of life is exactly what one says it is.”
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We arrived at our apartment building and walked in. We stopped in front of the elevator.

“Tell me something,” I said. “Why did you invite me tonight?”

She smiled. “I don’t know. I’ve just noticed you in class. Something about you intrigued me.” She added, “There’s more to you.”

“More?”

“I don’t know how to explain it. Solidness.”

I grinned a little. “Solidness, huh? You’re saying I’m thick?”

“No, I’m saying you have substance. I’ve lived with enough hollow people to know.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said.

“I meant it as one,” she replied. “So, my turn. Why did you accept my invitation?”

“Unfortunately, my answer will completely refute all you just said.”

“Yes?”

“I thought you had beautiful eyes.”

A broad smile crossed her face. A moment later the elevator door opened and we both stepped inside. I pushed the button for my floor and hers. When we reached the third floor, she leaned forward and pecked me on the cheek. “Thanks again for coming. I’ll see you in class.” She stepped out of the elevator and turned back. “Good night, Luke.”

“Good night, Candace.”

She waved goodbye as the doors closed. Wharton was already looking a whole lot better.





CHAPTER

Seven

The law of centrifugal force seems to be as true for the
human condition as it is for Newtonian mechanics—
the faster our lives spin, the more things tend to fly apart.
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