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To my wife, Amanda,

for giving me the courage to unapologetically be me.

The fog on the journey lifted the day our paths met.

—E. D. D.
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Introduction

I hate basketball.

Those three words were the last thing anyone ever expected me to say to myself. After all, I’d decided when I was six that I wanted to be the best player in the country, and I’d worked toward that goal each day since. In middle school I’d forced myself out of bed at six a.m. to run—rain or shine, every single day—shot free throws after practice till the sun went down, and then lifted weights at home on weekends. I’d been named the nation’s top female high school recruit during my senior year, and when the media had called me a female LeBron James, I’d been honored. Then the University of Connecticut—considered by many to be the best women’s basketball program in the world—had offered me a full ride, and I’d given them an enthusiastic yes. I knew I was one of the best young basketball players in the country, so why was I ready to walk away from all of it? Especially when I’d barely given college sports a chance?

Because I hate basketball. And I never want to play again.

It was June 2008, and I was just about to start classes at UConn. Because the women’s basketball team trained during the summer, a few days earlier I’d driven with my family from Wilmington, Delaware, to Storrs, Connecticut, moved into a dorm, and enrolled in classes for the summer term. That night I was going to meet my teammates on the UConn women’s basketball team for the first time. This is what I’ve been working for since I could hold a basketball, I told myself. And you can’t get any better than UConn.

From the second I kissed my family good-bye, though, I was more miserable than I’d ever been in my life. And when I pulled on a T-shirt and a pair of baggy shorts, laced up my shoes, and headed toward a pickup game the seniors had pulled together to welcome all of us, I felt even worse.

“Hi, Elena,” said one of the captains when I walked up to her and a group of my teammates. “It’s so good to see you. Welcome. Geno asked me to tell you personally that he hopes you’re ready for a great season.”

I smiled. “I am. Thank you.”

Geno Auriemma was the UConn head coach, and he was a basketball legend. Before he’d gotten to UConn in 1985, the women’s team had had only one winning season. Within two years he’d turned the program around, and by 1995, UConn went undefeated and won the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) women’s title. He’d led the Huskies to five national championship wins since then and had become one of the most famous coaches in Division I NCAA basketball history—for women and men’s teams. Playing under him wasn’t just a privilege; it was an honor. So why did the thought of it make me feel sick?

Because I can’t face up to the fact that I can’t stand basketball anymore.

Still, I promised myself I’d work hard during that first game. My teammates deserved that. They consisted of girls I’d met at tournaments around the country, women I’d played with at invitationals, and names I’d only heard whispered in hushed tones in the locker room. I’m 6'5", and I was taller than almost all of them, but there were plenty of six footers on the Husky squad. Off the basketball court, I knew they’d felt different and out of place all their lives, just like me. I knew they’d been stared at. When I was three, someone stopped my mom in the grocery store and said, “An eight-year-old shouldn’t be using a pacifier!” These girls could relate to situations like that. Probably all of them had turned to basketball because it was a safe haven. The court was a place where tall girls weren’t just normal; we were the stars, and our parents, teachers, and coaches had all lovingly pushed us down a path where we could shine. Basketball was written in our DNA, and we excelled at it. That was why we’d made it our life mission. Sure, it was what we told ourselves we were expected to do, but it didn’t matter, because we did it so well. We were the best. What could possibly be wrong with that?

What’s wrong is that I’m exhausted. Practicing so hard for so long has taken everything out of me.

Plus, I missed my family—terribly. My sister, Lizzie, is six years older than I am. She was born blind and deaf and was diagnosed with cerebral palsy not long after she went home from the hospital. When she was a toddler, doctors discovered she also had autism. Lizzie could understand the outside world only through her senses of touch and smell. A hot, stinky gym and hard bleacher seats make her uncomfortable, so she’d been to only a handful of my basketball games. She hadn’t seen me make my eightieth consecutive successful free throw—a record that still stands today—nor had she heard the screams of the crowd at any of my All-State games. If I did well on the Huskies, she’d never know me as one of the best basketball players in college hoops. But that didn’t matter. She thought of me as part of her team—and that had nothing to do with basketball.

I miss Lizzie, I thought. If I’m here, I can’t hold her hands. She can’t smell the sweat on me after practice. She can’t feel the wind through her hair as we walk around my parents’ yard. When I’m with her, she doesn’t expect me to make a perfect shot or a perfect defensive play. Lizzie just wants to love me and spend time with me, and that can’t happen if I’m at UConn.

I heard a whistle blow, and I grabbed a basketball from the sideline bench and jogged with my brand-new teammates out onto the court. As we circled up, I looked at everyone’s faces. Some girls were smiling, and some were nervously biting their lips. Some had wide-open eyes, and others were shuffling from one foot to the other. But all of us clutched our basketballs tight, waiting for someone to start talking.

One of the team captains finally broke the silence. “There are some new faces and some old familiar ones here today. Some of you have traveled thousands of miles to get here, and others live right down the road. You all come from different places and have different kinds of families, but what ties you together is your passion for basketball. Geno and the entire coaching staff are going to demand that from you all year. More than hard work or natural talent, they want you to have passion.”

I listened to her closely, and when she was finished speaking, I dribbled the ball, made a few baskets, and threw myself into the toughest pickup game of my life. When it was over, my muscles were screaming, and I knew I’d been physically challenged in a way I’d never been in high school. Geno Auriemma and the UConn women’s basketball team were ready to demand the mental, emotional, and physical excellence that had made them the best squad in the country, and I understood that if I wanted to give them that, I had to lead with passion.

Deep in my heart, though, I realized the sad truth. Passion’s not something I can give them, I thought. I’ll fake it today and tomorrow, but I really, truly hate this sport. I’ve burned out.

After I peeled off my sweaty clothes and stepped into a steaming hot shower, I paused for a minute and made my decision. I was going to quit basketball. Not just for the season but forever. Elena Delle Donne might have been the most sought after and celebrated women’s high school basketball recruit in the country, but she was going home.
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PART ONE


FOUL TROUBLE
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Chapter One

Home

The thing about being different is that you don’t really realize you are until someone points it out to you. My mom is 6'2" and my dad is 6'6", so I can’t remember a time when they weren’t ducking to get through doorways or smiling at silly, obvious comments like, “Boy, you’re so tall!” They always towered above other people, but when I was little, that seemed normal because they were my family. And my family was my whole world.

I was born in late 1989 in the suburbs of Wilmington, Delaware. I was the third of three kids, below my brother, Gene, and my sister, Lizzie. Gene is three years older than me, and he’s always been a goofball. Nothing was ever too serious for him to laugh at. Even when he played high school basketball at Salesianum School, an all-boys Catholic school, and people taunted him at the free throw line by saying, “Your sister’s a better player than you!” Gene would just smile. Nothing rattled him. Sometimes he’d miss the shot (I actually was better than him!), but he didn’t care. His goal in life was to make others around him happy, so he never pitied himself.

I sometimes wonder if he decided at a very young age to be optimistic and never let anything drag him down, because of Lizzie. Gene is three years younger than Lizzie, and he more than anyone else lived through her pain. Early on he didn’t have a sibling to talk to when my dad was struggling to lift Lizzie from her wheelchair and help her walk across the room, or when she was being wheeled into one of the thirty surgeries she’s had because of her conditions. Most of those operations were to cure her blindness—and all of them failed—but one of his first memories related to Lizzie’s long, painful recovery after a spinal surgery she had when she was seven. For three years, till I came along, Gene was all alone with two parents who struggled twenty-four hours a day to give their disabled child love and top-notch medical care. I think he saw all of that and decided to turn outward rather than inward. He wanted to see Mom and Dad laugh rather than cry.

Luckily, that wasn’t always so hard. Dad went to work before the sun came up and didn’t get home till dinner was on the table, but he was always ready to play with us. We had a game we called “knee football,” where he’d crawl around on his knees while Gene and I—both standing—tried to tackle him. He rubbed my back till I fell asleep, and then he’d stay up all night constructing the K’NEX roller coasters I hadn’t been able to finish before bedtime. Mom might have spent her days taking Lizzie to doctor appointments and physical therapy while Dad worked hard helping to build his father’s real estate development company, but she always woke us up with a delicious, homemade breakfast. She was first in line to pick me up at school, and on the rare few times when she was late, I always assumed something terrible had happened. She was on top of every detail in our lives and made sure to spend quality time with each of us, which must have been a real struggle given all that Lizzie was going through.

Cerebral palsy is a chronic, incurable condition. Doctors refer to it as a movement disorder, which means it affects the muscles and prevents a person’s body from working the way it’s supposed to. Doctors and scientists often don’t know exactly what causes it, but they do understand that the problems stem from a baby’s developing brain. Sometime during pregnancy, childbirth, or early childhood, a part of the brain doesn’t come together the way it should, and parents might discover that their baby doesn’t sit up when he or she is supposed to, has trouble making sounds, or shakes for no reason.

Doctors knew something was wrong with Lizzie right away. From the moment she came into the world, it was obvious she couldn’t see, because her eyes wouldn’t focus, and just a few days later, she didn’t pass her hearing test. When she was a few months old, she still couldn’t hold her head up, and doctors worried she never would. When she finally walked, she couldn’t do it on her own, and she still needs one of us to guide her. These days she usually gets around in a wheelchair, which we have to push. She goes to a special-needs facility called the Mary Campbell Center from nine to three during the week, and after Mom picks her up and takes her home, she hangs out on her couch in our living room with her babysitter or one of us.

Cerebral palsy is pretty common—about one out of every five hundred babies is diagnosed with it—and, luckily, the treatments are good, because the medical community spends a tremendous amount of time and money researching them. Lizzie has always had a team of doctors on hand, as well as the same wonderful babysitter for more than twenty years, and our focus has always been on making her happy rather than “fixing” her. What I mean is that we’ve always looked forward rather than backward. Lizzie is never viewed as a problem or a lost cause—we do everything to make her life better. How could I ever see her as something hopeless? I’m her sister, and I love her with every bone in my body.

I often wonder if, like Gene, I became the person I am as a reaction to Lizzie. Because I’ve always spent so much time with her, I know she has shaped my adult decisions, but part of me thinks I was changing and responding to her the moment I came home from the hospital. Caring for her was the focus of our lives at home, so it just makes sense that I’d always be aware of her, constantly making choices based on how it would affect her and my family dynamic.

I remember sitting in a physical therapy appointment with my mom and dad when I was about five, playing with some toys that I’d picked up from the waiting room. I looked up and saw my parents stretching Lizzie’s legs out on the table. Lizzie wore braces, which they’d taken off, and she was grimacing as they moved and massaged her stiff muscles.

“It’s okay,” my mom said as she leaned down to kiss Lizzie’s face. “It’s almost over.”

Lizzie couldn’t hear anything Mom said, of course, but I like to think she could sense the vibration of Mom’s voice. I know she could feel the kiss and Mom’s and Dad’s soft touches, but I wonder if she could feel the air come out of Mom’s lungs. Mom always spoke to her, probably thinking the same thing, but it was more than that. She refused to treat Lizzie differently from me or Gene.

Lizzie’s so brave, I thought. She’s doing everything she can, living her best life, in the body she was born with. So I’m going to do the same thing too.

As a reaction to Lizzie, I gained confidence in my body’s abilities early on. When I was three, I picked up a wrench and took the training wheels off my bike. My mom and dad stood inside, watching me from a window. Later that year I saw Dad, Gene, and a few of his friends playing Wiffle Ball in our backyard, and I ran outside and begged them to let me join in. They said yes, and I grabbed the big, plastic bat. Dad tossed me a slow, underhand pitch, and I knocked it into the neighbors’ yard. By the end of the day, Dad was throwing the same overhand pitches he’d lob to Gene, and I hadn’t missed a single one.

When I was in third grade, our gym teacher decided to teach juggling one day. Each student took turns trying to keep three balls in the air without dropping any, and all of them struggled. Then it was my turn.

“Okay, here we go,” I said as I tossed one up.

For probably two minutes I didn’t drop a single ball. I took to juggling right away.

I don’t mean to sound like I’m bragging. Those of you who look different—like I did, being so tall—know the shame that can come with it when people stare at you or comment on your appearance. Like I said earlier, you don’t realize how different you are until someone points it out to you or it becomes clear in some other obvious way. I remember at eight years old having a classmate trace my body on butcher paper and then hang it on the wall. Most kids’ papers stopped before they reached the floor. Mine hit the ground and then extended a foot out into the classroom. I was humiliated, thinking, I might as well have two heads.

Again, my family hadn’t made me feel like I was different, but when I was faced with “normal” people or when I was talked about, I felt so odd. But, like Lizzie, I somehow knew I had to deal with it, so I subconsciously convinced myself to shrug it off and stand tall—literally. I never slouched or slumped, and I wasn’t clumsy. I held my body strong because I decided my heart should be that way too. Just like Lizzie’s.

I don’t remember exactly why I decided that I wanted to play basketball. Mom and Dad told me that I first picked up a ball when I was four, started to dribble it, and then refused to put it away for the next week. Even though I was clearly athletic, they never pushed me into sports. Dad had played basketball in high school and golf in college, and Mom had been a high school swimmer, but just because they loved sports didn’t mean their kids had to. But when I was five, Mom and Dad enrolled me in a youth basketball league at the local YMCA, and I never looked back. I started playing every chance I got. Dad set the basket outside our house at the five-foot height, moved it up a little bit every few months, and by the time I was eight, it was at the full ten-foot mark. Throughout all those years, when Dad would practice with me, he’d urge me never to change my form just so I could make a basket. He taught me the fundamentals, then made sure I never deviated from them.

A few of my parents’ friends had strong feelings about me playing in an organized league, and they didn’t hold back from saying something about it. “It’s a good thing you got Elena started so early,” one neighbor said, “because she’s already so tall.” Mom brushed that off. She didn’t want me to feel like I had to play basketball because of my height. As a tall woman herself, she was aware that this kind of attitude sent a message to girls like me. It was like the world was telling us: What else is a girl who’s taller than all the boys supposed to do? She definitely can’t be a ballet dancer or a gymnast! Mom didn’t believe that. She thought I could do anything I wanted, whether it was basketball or art or something else entirely. Sports—and certainly not basketball—weren’t mandated, like homework or chores. She wanted me to play basketball because I chose it, and she and Dad hoped I’d have fun doing it.

I did. In fact, I didn’t just like it; I was head over heels in love with it. I was also really, really good at it. When I was in second grade and Gene was in fifth, I was on his boys team, and every single one of my teammates was at least three years older than I was.

During that year’s championship game, the score was tied with only a few seconds left, and Gene stole the ball. He looked down the court and threw it to me. My right hand is my money hand, but instead of going for a right-handed layup after I caught the ball, I shot with my left hand. I didn’t notice Gene, but I’m sure he wanted to kill me for not taking the sure shot.

It didn’t matter. Swoosh. The ball went in for two points, and we won the first-place trophy.

I’d saved the game, and my life in basketball had officially taken off.
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Chapter Two

Growing Up in Basketball

One of the nice things about youth sports is that you don’t have to take them too seriously unless you really want to. Even young kids are under such pressure these days—being interviewed for preschool, tested all through kindergarten, and shuttled from school to music lessons, then home to do hours of homework—that I think they need a place where they can kick back and have fun.

It took me a long time to realize it, but now I believe that the basketball court can be that. I coach girls’ youth clinics—called the De11e Donne Academy—during the Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA) off-season, and I frequently see kids who are exhausted because of school, tests, family obligations, and after-school activities. I watch them stand nervously in front of me, worried that I’m going to criticize them for the foul they made, or yell at them to run a little harder and push themselves more.

Instead I try to make them relax with a reality check. “We’re going to work really hard here,” I’ll say, “and you’re going to make tons of mistakes. Don’t worry; that means you’re challenging yourself and getting out of your comfort zone. But more important than anything else you do here, we’re all going to have lots of fun.”

I wish I’d realized that when I was young. Right from the very start, I was too hard on myself. When I played at the Y and we’d have midafternoon games on the weekends, my mom sometimes suggested we go to the mall or shopping beforehand.

“I can’t,” I’d always say. “I need to stay home and conserve my energy.”

Even then I was planting the seeds of my own burnout.

Mom and Dad never put pressure on me, so the intensity in my life really started by accident. My dad hired a physical therapist named John Noonan, who was a former high school point guard, to train my brother. Gene had shown such promise as a basketball player that Dad figured having a little extra help would ease him into middle school—and then high school—sports. Sure, I was really excelling in the youth leagues, but no one thought of giving me extra coaching. After all, I was only in second grade. But when I tagged along to one of John’s training sessions for Gene, my dad started to feel differently.

“John,” my dad said, “would you be able to train Elena, too? People just assume she’s supposed to be a center or a forward because she’s so tall, but I want her to see the game from the eyes of a point guard.”

“Sure,” said John. “When I’m finished up with Gene, let’s run her through a few drills.”

I ran to the bathroom to change into the gym clothes I’d brought along, and as I got dressed, I realized I was more excited than I’d ever been in my life. My family and my youth league coaches know how good I am. But now I have a chance to shine in front of a real, live, one-on-one trainer.

When John motioned for me to run onto the court, I began to move the way my body told me to. Don’t charge too fast, I told myself. Like I said, tall girls usually aren’t known for their grace, but when John threw a pass behind me, I caught it with both hands, then made a reverse layup. I didn’t lunge or lumber; I just connected my hands with the ball and my vision with the hoop, then shot when my heart and mind told me the time was right.

The rim didn’t shake and the net didn’t move as the basketball passed through. When I straightened my legs and turned toward John, his mouth was wide open.

“That was amazing,” he said. “You were perfect.”

The few drills he’d planned turned into a full-out training session. He had me sprint up and down the court, take forty free throws (I only missed one!), and dribble through cones he’d placed strategically from the half-court line to the paint, which is the familiar term for the rectangular box underneath the basket. He tried to throw me off by tossing me bad passes, and when I caught them perfectly—and then scored—he’d make his passes even sloppier. I’d still catch them and shoot. At one point I looked up into the stands, and I could see Gene with his head on his knees like he was about to fall asleep. But my dad was grinning from ear to ear. He was right; I was moving as fast and as nimbly as a point guard and netting the ball as perfectly as the best offensive players.

“Can we stop so I can have a drink of water?” I finally asked John.

He looked at his watch and practically jumped. “Oh no. I’m so sorry. We’ve been practicing nonstop for forty-five minutes! I lost track of time. Yes, go get some water!”

As I sprinted toward my water bottle, which I’d left on the sideline, I realized I wasn’t even tired. Sure, I was thirsty and sweating, but I felt like I was doing what I was meant to do, and doing it so well. Still, there was a little voice in my head nudging me. It was saying, If you work a little harder, maybe you’ll be perfect. Just push yourself to the limit, and you’ll be the best basketball player in the world someday.

•  •  •

When I was in second grade, John Noonan became my basketball trainer, and he stayed with me all throughout high school and college. Like I said before, he had been a point guard in high school, and sometimes I wonder if he knew what to do with a player like me at first. Here I was, so tall that it was clear I was going to tower over almost everyone before I even got to middle school, yet he never forced me into a particular position on the court. He never said, “You’re big, so you need to block like a center does. Don’t try to be too offensive or take all the shots like a guard does.” He saw me as someone like Larry Bird—a tall player who was all hustle. To John, I was both an offensive and defensive player who could do anything for my team, anytime during the game.

He never pushed me too hard, though. Sure, our workouts were challenging, and he never let me quit, but he didn’t put extra, needless pressure on me. He never made me feel like I wasn’t good enough. Neither did my parents. Sometimes I think they just wanted me to feel normal because they already had one child who was so different.

But the truth was I was different. There was no getting around it. I was taller than every other person in my class.

“Your height is a good thing,” Mom would say when I complained about it. “It’s special. You’re special.”

But instead of stopping to take pride in my accomplishments, I decided to push myself harder. When I was ten, my league team went to the national championships, and even though we placed third, I scored more points than anyone on either team, and I vowed we’d win the championship soon. Two years later we did. By the time I was in eighth grade, I was playing varsity for Ursuline Academy, and I was named to the All-State team. I spent every single weekend practicing, working out, training with John, crawling out of bed to run, or traveling to tournaments, and I was doing it because I was convinced that if I didn’t extend myself just a little further, someone would do better than me.

The only time I wasn’t running from one place to the next was when I was with Lizzie.

Because Lizzie can’t get around by herself, she has always spent a lot of time on her favorite couch. I imagine it’s scary not being able to communicate or sense what’s around you, so my parents, Gene, and I have always made an effort to let Lizzie know we’re close by. Since Lizzie was an infant, Mom has worn the same kind of Chanel perfume so that Lizzie can smell her when Mom walks into a room. When I was just a baby, I learned to use a type of sign language called hand-over-hand, which involves me placing my hands against Lizzie’s so that I can draw out simple words and phrases that are important to her, like “sleep,” “swim,” or—don’t laugh—“cheese.” (Lizzie really loves cheese!) When all you can focus on is the touch of someone’s hands or the silence of a quiet room while sitting side by side with the person you love more than anyone else, it’s easy to feel at peace. Time with Lizzie was more important than being anywhere else in the world, and I loved it.

By the time I was thirteen, I wished that I loved basketball half as much. But I just didn’t.

The summer after seventh grade, my team attended a weeklong camp in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, home of the University of North Carolina Tar Heels. Most people know UNC for their amazing men’s basketball team, but the fact is that their women’s team is equally impressive. Their head coach, Sylvia Hatchell, is the third winningest coach in the NCAA women’s division—ahead of even Geno Auriemma—and she has led her team to twenty-two NCAA tournament berths out of thirty-one seasons with UNC. My team was going to scrimmage for a week with other high school squads while she and her assistant coaches observed us, and to say I was nervous was an understatement. I had to be the best there, so I stayed up late every night practicing.

I gave our first few games everything I had. I used the skills John had taught me and combined them with the physical strength I’d spent hours honing. That’s one of the things about being good at sports; you can be strong, but you also have to be smart. John had helped me with my technical skills, and I’d practiced them again and again until they felt effortless.

At the end of one practice, Sylvia approached me.

“You’re Elena, right?”

“I am,” I said, blushing. “It’s so good to meet you.” I extended my hand to shake hers.

“I want to see you in my office.”

All I could think was that I’d done something terribly wrong. I was convinced I was in deep trouble.

Instead, when I got to her office, she lavished praise on me. “I’m so impressed with you,” she said. “Your skill level is way ahead of most people your age. You seem incredibly intelligent out there, and it’s clear you’re going to be a star.”

I barely managed to get my words out. “Um, thank you. Thank you so much, Coach Hatchell.”

“That’s why I want to offer you a full scholarship to attend UNC and play basketball here. I know you have the rest of middle school and high school ahead of you, but after you graduate, I hope you’ll come here.”

At the age of thirteen, when I hadn’t even grown to my full 6'5" frame, I received my first college scholarship offer. When most girls were begging their moms to go to the mall on Friday night, or dreaming of getting their learner’s permits, I was already being asked to consider where I’d go to college. Talk about pressure.

“Th-thank you,” I stammered. “I’m so honored. But I need to think about this and talk to my parents. I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”

Coach Hatchell assured me there was no rush, and I took the rest of camp to let her offer sink in. When I went home and talked it over with my mom and dad, we decided I should tell her that I’d sit on the offer till high school. I’d say it was because settling on a college in seventh grade was just too early. But I knew the real reason.

The truth is that I’m not sure I love playing, I thought. I worry I’m doing it only because I feel like I have to. Plus, the idea of this sport tearing me away from home just breaks my heart.
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Chapter Three

High School Star

Ursuline Academy is a private Catholic school in Wilmington, and beginning in sixth grade it educates only girls. It was where I went from seventh grade on.

The nice thing about all-girls schools is that there are no boys to compare yourself to. That may sound obvious and silly—I mean, of course there are no boys. It’s an all-girls school! But that’s not exactly what I mean. I’m talking about the fact that girls can really shine when boys aren’t around. At Ursuline, pep rallies were for all of us. Our basketball squad was called the Raiders, not the “Lady Raiders.” Playing sports at an all-girls school doesn’t brand you as too tough or not girly enough. Instead you’re powerful and respected. You’re showing your friends and classmates that girls can be strong—and they don’t need boys to tell them that.
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