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        Part I: The Broken Promise

        What Went Wrong

        
    


            Introduction: The Optimism Everyone Hates

            
                Suki Park taped her forty-seventh affirmation card to the bathroom mirror on a Tuesday in November. This one read I am a magnet for abundance and success in gold cursive on a blush-pink background. She'd ordered it from an Instagram account with 1.2 million followers and a bio that said "Manifest your dream life." The card cost four dollars. Shipping was six.

The mirror was running out of space. Surrounding the new card were dozens of others — some handwritten, some printed, some cut from magazines — layered over each other like geological strata of aspiration. The universe is conspiring in my favor. I attract wealth effortlessly. I am already the person I want to become. Behind them, barely visible, was Suki's reflection: dark circles, unwashed hair pulled into a knot, still wearing yesterday's hoodie at two in the afternoon.

She was twenty-nine. She had a computer science degree from UC Berkeley. She had co-founded a health-tech startup fourteen months earlier with a former classmate, and on paper, things should have been moving. The idea was sound. The early user research was promising. Two small angel investors had expressed interest six months ago.

But in those fourteen months, Suki had not shipped a single feature. She had attended eleven manifesting workshops. She had filled three journals with gratitude lists and visualization exercises. She had built a vision board so elaborate it took up an entire wall of her apartment in the Sunset District — magazine cutouts of women ringing bells at the New York Stock Exchange, screenshots of Forbes 30 Under 30 lists, a photo of the house she intended to buy in Marin County when the startup took off.

What she had not built was the product.

Her co-founder had left in August, exhausted by Suki's insistence that they needed to "get the energy right" before launching their beta. The angel investors had stopped returning emails. Her savings account was down to eleven thousand dollars. And every morning, she stood in front of that mirror, read her affirmation cards aloud, and felt a brief, warm pulse of conviction that everything was about to change.

It never did.

Suki wasn't lazy. She wasn't stupid. She was, by every conventional measure, talented and driven. What she had become was something more insidious: a person who had confused the feeling of progress with actual progress. She had substituted the emotional experience of optimism for the behavioral practice of it. And the entire positivity industry — the influencers, the books, the $179 online courses about "quantum manifesting" — had taught her exactly how to do this.

* * *


Twelve hundred miles southeast, in a subdivision outside Dallas where every house had the same beige stucco and the same St. Augustine lawn, Tom Braddock sat in his F-150 in the driveway for twenty minutes before going inside. He did this most evenings. His wife, Dana, thought he was on work calls. He was not on work calls. He was sitting in the silence, running the same calculation he'd been running for two years: Is this it?

Tom was forty-three. He'd been in enterprise software sales for nineteen years, the last seven at a mid-size SaaS company where he managed a team of twelve. He was good at his job. His team consistently hit quota. He knew the product cold, knew the clients, knew the industry. Twice in the past three years, the VP of Sales position had opened up. Twice, Tom had applied. Twice, someone from outside the company — younger, shinier, with buzzwords Tom didn't use — had gotten the job.

After the first rejection, Tom had been disappointed but recovered. He'd asked for feedback. His boss had said vague things about "executive presence" and "strategic vision" and suggested Tom take a leadership course. Tom took the course. He revised his pitch. He prepared exhaustively for the second round.

He didn't get it. The feedback this time was even vaguer. Something about "culture fit at the leadership level." Tom understood this to mean: You're fine where you are. Stay there.

Something shifted after that second rejection. Not dramatically — Tom wasn't the type for dramatic shifts. It was more like a slow leak. He stopped volunteering for cross-functional projects. He stopped mentioning ideas in leadership meetings. When his direct reports asked about career development, he gave them honest advice, which increasingly sounded like: Don't get your hopes up. Just do your job and collect the check.

Tom didn't call himself a pessimist. He called himself a realist. "I'm not negative," he told Dana when she pointed out that he hadn't laughed at anything in weeks. "I just see things clearly now."

He did not see things clearly. He saw things through a very specific filter — one that Martin Seligman, the University of Pennsylvania psychologist who essentially founded the field of positive psychology, would have recognized immediately. Tom had developed what Seligman calls a pessimistic explanatory style: a habitual way of interpreting setbacks as permanent ("this is how it's always going to be"), pervasive ("this affects everything"), and personal ("there's something fundamentally wrong with me"). Two promotions denied had become, in Tom's internal narrative, proof of a fixed and hostile universe.

He was forty-three. He was healthy. He had skills, experience, and a professional network. He had options he wasn't seeing because he'd stopped looking for them.

Tom wasn't protecting himself with realism. He was burying himself with it.

* * *


Two Failures, One Root

Suki and Tom had never met. They lived in different cities, worked in different industries, and operated at opposite ends of what most people think of as the optimism spectrum. Suki was relentlessly, almost aggressively positive. Tom was resigned and guarded. In any personality quiz, they'd land in different quadrants. At any dinner party, they'd give opposite advice.

But they shared something fundamental: both had a broken relationship with the future.

Suki believed the future would deliver what she wanted if she felt the right feelings. Tom believed the future was predetermined and hostile and not worth investing in. One leaned forward with eyes closed. The other leaned back with arms crossed. Neither was navigating reality. Both were losing.

This book is about the third option.

The Thirteen-Billion-Dollar Lie

The self-help industry is enormous and growing — we'll look at the numbers in Chapter 1. What matters here is the paradox: if any of it were working reliably, we should expect to see a population that is, on some measurable level, getting happier, more resilient, or more functional over time. We do not see this. Rates of anxiety, depression, and reported loneliness have climbed steadily for two decades. The World Health Organization estimates that depression is now the leading cause of disability worldwide. In the United States, the percentage of adults reporting symptoms of anxiety or depression nearly quadrupled between 2019 and 2023.

This does not mean that every self-help book is useless or every coach is a fraud. Some of the research that informs this industry is excellent. But something has gone badly wrong in the translation. The gap between what the science says and what the market sells has become a canyon.

Consider what happened to optimism.

The scientific study of optimism — serious, peer-reviewed, longitudinal research — has produced remarkable findings. Optimistic people live longer. A 2019 meta-analysis published in JAMA Network Open, reviewing data from over 200,000 participants, found that optimism was associated with a 35 percent lower risk of cardiovascular events and a 14 percent lower risk of early death. Optimistic people earn more money, report stronger relationships, recover faster from surgery, and are less likely to develop chronic illness. The data is robust and replicable.

But the popular version of optimism — the one sold in airport bookstores and promoted by influencers — has almost nothing to do with what researchers actually found. The research says that how you explain events to yourself changes what you do next, and what you do next changes your outcomes. The market version says: feel positive and good things will follow. Think it, and it will come. Believe, and you will receive.

That is not what the science says. That is a fairy tale wearing a lab coat.

The Fantasy Problem

Gabriele Oettingen, a professor of psychology at New York University, has spent more than twenty years studying the relationship between positive thinking and motivation. Her findings are devastating for the positivity industry: positive fantasies about desired outcomes actually reduce the energy people invest in achieving them. The brain registers vivid imagined success as partially achieved, motivation drops, and the fantasy becomes a substitute for the effort, not a catalyst for it. We'll explore Oettingen's research in depth in Chapter 6, where it anchors one of the most practical tools in this book.

This is exactly what happened to Suki. Every vision board, every affirmation, every manifesting meditation gave her a neurological micro-dose of achievement. The feeling of success was the problem — it was emotional anesthesia, numbing her to the growing gap between her aspirations and her actions.

This distinction — between feeling optimistic and practicing optimism — is the spine of this book.

The Helplessness Problem

Tom's problem was different, but it grew from the same misunderstanding.

In the late 1960s, Martin Seligman and his colleague Steven Maier conducted a set of experiments at the University of Pennsylvania that became foundational to modern psychology. Dogs exposed to inescapable electric shocks eventually stopped trying to avoid the shocks, even when escape became possible. Seligman called this learned helplessness — the state in which an organism, having experienced uncontrollable negative events, stops attempting to change its circumstances even when change is available.

Subsequent research extended this finding to humans. People who experienced repeated failures in controlled settings developed passive, resigned behavior that persisted even when the conditions changed and success became achievable. The mechanism was explanatory style: how you explain bad events to yourself. If you explain them as permanent, pervasive, and personal, you stop trying. If you explain them as temporary, specific, and situational, you persist.

Tom's two promotion rejections were real. The disappointment was legitimate. But what happened next was a cognitive process, not an inevitable reaction. Tom's brain took two data points and constructed a worldview: the system is rigged, I will never advance, there is something fundamentally wrong with me or my situation. That worldview then filtered every subsequent piece of evidence. He stopped noticing opportunities. He interpreted neutral events as negative. He stopped taking actions that could have generated positive outcomes.

Seligman's most important insight — and the one the pessimism industry ignores — was that explanatory style is not fixed. It is not a personality trait sealed in childhood. It is a pattern, and patterns can be changed. His book Learned Optimism, published in 1990, laid out a method for identifying and restructuring pessimistic explanatory styles. The research behind it showed that people who learned to change their explanatory patterns experienced measurable improvements in motivation, performance, health, and well-being.

Optimism, Seligman argued, is not about being cheerful. It is about how you process adversity. And it can be taught.

The Third Option

So there are two ditches on either side of the road.

In one ditch is toxic positivity — the belief that good vibes and positive feelings will produce positive outcomes. It feels wonderful. It produces nothing. It turns optimism into a spectator sport where you sit in the stands visualizing the trophy while someone else runs the race.

In the other ditch is learned helplessness — the belief that outcomes are predetermined and effort is futile. It feels like wisdom. It isn't. It turns realism into a coffin that you climb into voluntarily.

Between them is practical optimism.

Practical optimism is not a feeling. It is not a personality trait. It is not something you are born with or without. It is a set of cognitive skills — specific, trainable, evidence-based — that allow you to see reality clearly, interpret it constructively, and act despite uncertainty.

A practical optimist does three things:

Sees clearly. No denial. No sugar-coating. The brutal facts are the starting point, not the enemy. A practical optimist can look at a bad quarterly report, a failing relationship, or a terrifying diagnosis and say: This is what is true right now. Clarity is not pessimism. Clarity is the foundation.

Interprets constructively. Between the event and the response is a gap — the interpretation gap. In that gap, the practical optimist asks: What does this actually mean? What is within my control? What is the most useful way to understand this situation? Not the most positive way. The most useful way. Sometimes the most useful interpretation is harsh. Sometimes it means admitting fault, cutting losses, or acknowledging that a plan has failed. Constructive interpretation is not spin. It is choosing the narrative that leads to the best available action.

Acts despite uncertainty. This is where practical optimism separates from every flavor of passive thinking, whether positive or negative. Practical optimism is not a conclusion about the future — it is a stance toward it. The practical optimist doesn't know that things will work out. She acts as if her actions matter, because the evidence overwhelmingly shows that they do. Action generates data. Data enables adjustment. Adjustment produces outcomes that passivity never reaches.

This is not a new idea. Seligman's research established the foundation decades ago. Oettingen's work refined it. Psychologists like Albert Bandura (self-efficacy theory), Carol Dweck (growth mindset), and Angela Duckworth (grit) have all contributed pieces of the same puzzle. The military has operationalized versions of it for decades — the Stockdale Paradox, named after Admiral James Stockdale, the highest-ranking American POW in Vietnam, captures the principle precisely: confront the brutal facts of your current reality AND maintain faith that you will prevail.

What is new is the synthesis. What is new is a practical system that integrates these research threads into a daily, usable skill set — one that doesn't require you to be naturally cheerful, spiritually inclined, or neurologically privileged. One that works for Suki and for Tom and for you.

Try This: The Two-Story Audit

Before you turn to Chapter 1, try this. It takes five minutes.

Think of a setback you've experienced recently. Something that bothered you — a rejection, a failure, a disappointment, a conflict. Not the worst thing that's ever happened to you. Just a recent event that stung.

Now write two short paragraphs about it.

Paragraph one: the pessimist's version. Write the interpretation that makes this setback permanent ("this always happens"), pervasive ("this affects everything"), and personal ("this is because of who I am"). Go ahead and be dramatic. Let the inner catastrophist speak. Write it down.

Paragraph two: the practical optimist's version. Write the interpretation that makes this setback temporary ("this is a phase"), specific ("this affects one area"), and situational ("this happened because of specific, changeable circumstances"). Do not lie. Do not minimize. Just reframe using these three dimensions.

Read both paragraphs. Notice how each one makes you feel — not emotionally, but motivationally. Which version makes you more likely to do something? Which version makes you want to give up?

You have just experienced the interpretation gap in action. The event didn't change. The facts didn't change. The story you told about the facts changed. And the story you tell determines what you do next.

That is the entire premise of this book. Not that the world is good. Not that things will work out. But that the narrative you construct about what happens to you is a choice — often an unconscious one — and that learning to make that choice deliberately is the single most consequential cognitive skill you can develop.

Suki needed to stop dreaming and start building. Tom needed to stop surrendering and start testing. Both needed the same thing: a way of thinking that honored reality and still moved forward. By the end of this book, you'll have a name for the person that way of thinking builds — but we'll get there.

How This Book Works

This book has four parts, and they build on each other.

Part I (Chapters 1--3) tears down what doesn't work — toxic positivity and the real cost of unexamined pessimism. Part II (Chapters 4--7) defines practical optimism and introduces the core frameworks: the Three Lenses, the Stockdale Line, Mental Contrasting, and Strategic Pessimism. Part III (Chapters 8--11) builds the daily skills — the Interpretation Gap, the Momentum Principle, the Recovery Reflex, and the Contagion Effect. Part IV (Chapters 12--14) creates the environment and the system to sustain everything you've built.

Sequential reading is recommended. Each part assumes you've internalized the one before it. That said, if you already accept that both toxic positivity and reflexive pessimism are dead ends, you can start at Part II without missing a beat.

            

        

    
            Chapter 1: The Positivity Industrial Complex — Why 'Think Positive' Hasn't Worked

            
                Suki Park spent fourteen thousand dollars learning to believe in herself.

Over twenty-three months, she purchased two online manifestation courses ($997 and $1,497), hired a mindset coach ($500/month for eleven months), attended a weekend "Unleash Your Vision" retreat in Sedona ($2,200), and bought enough supplies to construct a vision board that could wallpaper a studio apartment. She meditated on abundance every morning at 5:45 a.m. She repeated her affirmations in the shower, in the car, and silently during every networking event in San Francisco's startup scene. She journaled three pages of gratitude daily. She visualized her app on the front page of TechCrunch so vividly she could see the headline font.

Revenue from her startup after two years: zero dollars.

Not "nearly zero." Not "we had some early traction but it fizzled." Zero. She hadn't launched. She hadn't built a prototype. She hadn't even finished the pitch deck, because every time she sat down to work on the hard, tedious, unsexy parts of the business — market research, competitive analysis, user testing, the financial model that kept revealing how thin her margins would be — her coach told her she was "operating from a place of fear" and guided her back to visualization.

The vision board grew. The business didn't.

When Suki finally told me this story, she was sitting in a coffee shop on Valencia Street, laughing in that hollow way people laugh when the alternative is crying in public. "I feel like I got scammed," she said. "But I can't even say that, because everyone around me is still doing it. If I say it didn't work, they tell me I didn't believe hard enough."

She paused. "It's like a religion where the only explanation for failure is insufficient faith."

She's not wrong. And she's not alone.

The Thirteen-Billion-Dollar Hamster Wheel

The self-improvement industry in the United States generates approximately $13.4 billion in annual revenue, a figure that has grown steadily for decades and shows no signs of slowing. This includes books, seminars, coaching, apps, courses, retreats, and an ever-expanding universe of content promising transformation.

If any of it worked reliably, the industry would be shrinking.

Think about that for a moment. If the books delivered on their promises, readers would buy one, apply it, and move on with their improved lives. If the seminars produced lasting change, attendees would attend one and never return. If the coaches reliably fixed what they claimed to fix, they'd work themselves out of clients.

Instead, market research tells a different story. The average self-help book buyer purchases a new book in the same category every eighteen months. Not a book in a different category — not someone who read about productivity and then moved on to relationships. The same category. The same problem. Over and over. They are buying the next book because the last book didn't work, and the one before that didn't work, and the one before that didn't work either. But each new cover promises that this time, this framework, this guru has cracked the code.

The positivity wing of this industry is particularly insidious because it has an airtight defense mechanism built into its premise. If you think positive and succeed, the method works. If you think positive and fail, you weren't thinking positive enough. The framework is unfalsifiable. It cannot be wrong; only you can be wrong.

This is not how credible ideas work. This is how cults work.

What the Research Actually Says

Gabriele Oettingen, the NYU psychologist whose work we touched on in the Introduction, has documented this pattern rigorously: people who engage in positive fantasies about desired futures consistently perform worse than those who don't. The better the fantasy feels, the less action people take to achieve it — because vivid positive imagery gives the brain a premature taste of success, draining the motivation to do the actual work. Oettingen developed a powerful corrective called the WOOP framework, which we'll explore fully in Chapter 6.

The point for now: one of the world's foremost researchers on positive thinking found that positive thinking, done the way the industry teaches it, makes you less likely to get what you want.

The Affirmation Trap

"I am confident. I am worthy. I am successful. I attract abundance."

If you've ever stood in front of a bathroom mirror repeating statements like these and felt vaguely ridiculous, you're not experiencing a failure of commitment. You're experiencing an intact bullshit detector.

In 2009, psychologists Joanne Wood, John Lee, and Elaine Perunovic at the University of Waterloo published a study that should have put the positive affirmation industry out of business. They asked participants to repeat the phrase "I am a lovable person" and then measured their self-esteem and mood.

For people who already had high self-esteem, the affirmation produced a small positive bump. Fine. If you already believe you're lovable, saying it out loud is mildly pleasant, like agreeing with yourself about your taste in music.

But for people with low self-esteem — the exact population that the affirmation industry targets, the people who are supposed to benefit most from repeating positive statements — the effect was reversed. Repeating "I am a lovable person" made them feel worse. Their mood dropped. Their self-regard decreased.

The researchers' explanation makes intuitive sense once you hear it. When you make a statement that dramatically contradicts your existing self-concept, your brain doesn't simply accept the new information. It generates counterarguments. You say "I am successful" and your brain immediately replies: No, you're not. You got laid off in March. Your savings account has $340 in it. Your sister makes three times your salary. The affirmation doesn't overwrite the negative belief. It activates it. It pokes the bear.

This is what the positivity industry either doesn't understand or doesn't care about: the people who need help the most are the people most likely to be harmed by the prescribed treatment. It's as if the pharmaceutical industry sold a blood pressure medication that only worked for people whose blood pressure was already normal and made hypertension worse in everyone else — and then blamed the patients for not taking it correctly.

The Positivity Paradox

There's a deeper problem, and it's structural.

The relentless cultural pressure to be positive has itself become a source of suffering. Researchers call it the "positivity paradox" or the "pressure to be happy," and it works like this: when a culture valorizes positive emotions above all others, people who experience normal human negativity — grief, frustration, doubt, anger, fear — don't just feel those emotions. They feel those emotions plus guilt and shame about feeling them. The negative feeling gets a negative feeling bolted on top of it.

You're anxious about a presentation. The positivity framework tells you that anxiety is a sign you're not thinking correctly, that you need to reframe, that you should feel excited instead. Now you're anxious about the presentation and anxious about being anxious. You've doubled the problem.

Brock Bastian, a psychologist at the University of Melbourne, has demonstrated this experimentally. In cultures and contexts where people feel pressured to be happy, they report lower well-being. The expectation of happiness becomes a ceiling you keep hitting your head against.

This pressure is not evenly distributed. It's heavier on women, who are socialized to manage emotions — their own and everyone else's. It's heavier on people in service industries, who are required to perform positivity as a job function. It's heavier on anyone whose life circumstances make unrelenting cheerfulness not just difficult but absurd — people dealing with chronic illness, systemic discrimination, poverty, grief, or any of the thousand legitimate reasons a human being might not feel like smiling today.

The positivity industry responds to these people with the most breathtaking gaslighting in the history of self-help: Your circumstances don't determine your happiness. Only your thoughts determine your happiness. If you're unhappy, change your thoughts.

This is technically a corruption of a legitimate psychological insight — cognitive reappraisal, the ability to reinterpret events, does affect emotional experience. But the corruption strips out every nuance. It ignores context. It ignores systemic factors. It ignores the fact that some situations should make you unhappy, and that unhappiness is not a malfunction but a signal. Telling a person in genuine distress to "choose happiness" is not wisdom. It is cruelty wearing a smile.

The Pragmatist's Suit

Nadia Khoury doesn't have a vision board. She doesn't repeat affirmations. She would never attend a manifestation retreat. If anything, she prides herself on being the opposite of all that — clear-eyed, analytical, grounded.

At thirty-six, Nadia is one of the most talented architects at her firm in Manhattan. Her colleagues know it. Her partners know it. In design reviews, her ideas are frequently the ones that survive scrutiny, the ones that solve the structural problem and the aesthetic one simultaneously. She has a spatial intelligence that borders on uncanny — she can look at a set of constraints and see the building hiding inside them.

She has never led a major project pitch.

Not because she's been denied the opportunity. Because she's never put her name forward.

Nadia has watched colleagues pitch. She's watched Julian, who is five years her junior and half her talent, walk into a room of developers and investors with a rendering that she privately thought looked like a pharmaceutical headquarters cosplaying as a library. She watched him present with the breezy confidence of someone who has never considered the possibility that he might be wrong. She watched the clients ask skeptical questions. She watched Julian stumble, recover poorly, and ultimately lose the project.

And she thought: See? That's what happens when you stick your neck out.

She watched Priya pitch a mixed-use development concept that was genuinely innovative — a modular design that could adapt to changing neighborhood demographics over decades. The clients loved the concept but balked at the untested structural approach. Priya spent three months refining the proposal, brought in engineering consultants, addressed every concern, pitched again, and lost to a conventional design from a larger firm with more name recognition.

And Nadia thought: See? Even when you're right, even when you do everything right, they pick the safe choice. Why bother?

She has a story for every situation. For every colleague who pitched and won, she has two who pitched and lost. For every risk that paid off, she has three that didn't. She has assembled an airtight case for staying exactly where she is — talented, respected, and invisible.

She calls this "being realistic."

It isn't.

What Nadia is practicing is defensive pessimism taken to its logical extreme. Defensive pessimism, in its original formulation by psychologist Julie Norem, is actually a useful strategy: you set low expectations and then mentally rehearse everything that could go wrong, which motivates you to prepare thoroughly. It works. Norem's research shows that defensive pessimists often perform just as well as optimists, precisely because their anxiety drives preparation.

But Nadia hasn't taken the strategy to its useful conclusion. She's stopped at the anxiety. She rehearses what could go wrong and then uses that rehearsal as a reason to not act at all. She's not preparing for the pitch and managing her anxiety. She's skipping the pitch entirely and calling the absence of failure a success.

The cost is invisible because it's measured in things that never happened. The project she didn't lead. The reputation she didn't build. The partnership she didn't make. The career she didn't have. You can't see what isn't there, which makes it easy to pretend nothing is missing.

Nadia's pessimism is wearing a pragmatist's suit, and it fits so well that she can't tell the difference between the costume and her skin. She genuinely believes she's making smart, calculated decisions. And any individual decision, viewed in isolation, might be defensible. But the pattern — years of stepping back, years of watching less talented people build careers on the courage she won't exercise — the pattern tells a story she refuses to read.

What We're Going to Do Instead

This book will not tell Nadia to believe in herself, or Suki to visualize harder, or Tom to stay positive, or Victor to look on the bright side. You will find no affirmations here, no manifesting, no pretending that your thoughts alone create your reality — because they don't. Your thoughts interact with a reality that has its own opinions about how things go, and sometimes reality wins.

What we're going to do is understand the actual cognitive machinery of optimism and pessimism — how your brain explains events to itself, how those explanations shape your behavior, and how you can learn to generate better explanations without lying to yourself.

Because that's the real distinction, and it matters enormously. The positivity industry asks you to lie to yourself in a positive direction. That doesn't work, for all the reasons we've just discussed. But the alternative isn't to accept whatever your brain's default explanation happens to be, because that default is biased too — biased toward threat, toward permanence, toward the worst-case scenario. It's biased because it was calibrated for a world of predators and scarcity, not a world of project pitches and performance reviews.

Practical optimism isn't positive thinking. It's accurate thinking, disciplined thinking, deliberate thinking. It's the skill of noticing when your brain has filled in the Interpretation Gap — that space between what happened and how you respond — with an explanation that is plausible but not necessarily true, and then examining that explanation the way you'd examine any other claim: with evidence, with curiosity, with a willingness to be wrong.

That's what we're building. A better lens — one that sees clearly enough to act.

Try This: The Positivity Audit

Before we go further, take an honest inventory of your relationship with positive thinking strategies
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