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Things Begin to Object (Literally)
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A Perfectly Unremarkable Man

Edwin Bellwether was, by any measurable metric, the most statistically average man in Britain, and had been for eleven consecutive years running. The Office for National Statistics had a small commemorative plaque noting this achievement. They had considered sending it to him but ultimately decided against it, on the grounds that acknowledging his averageness might somehow alter it, like a particularly dull version of the observer effect, and nobody wanted that on their conscience, least of all the junior statistician who had suggested it in the first place and subsequently transferred to the marine fisheries division, where at least the things you measured couldn't feel embarrassed about it.

Edwin was thirty-four years old, five feet ten inches tall, and had brown hair of the sort that barbers describe as "fine" in a tone that suggests the opposite. He had been described as "perfectly pleasant" by everyone who had ever been asked to describe him, including, on one memorable occasion, the man who had reversed into his car in a Tesco car park and then somehow ended up apologising to Edwin about the dents in his own bumper. Edwin had that effect on confrontations. They tended to resolve themselves in his vicinity before anyone had worked out who was in the wrong.

He lived in a second-floor flat in the London Borough of Surbiton, which is geographically located within the gravitational pull of the capital but spiritually somewhere in the early 1990s. The flat had two bedrooms (Edwin slept in one; the other housed a collection of cardboard boxes he intended to unpack that had been there since 2019, and which had, over time, developed a sort of settled permanence that made them feel almost structural). There was a living room with a sofa the colour of resigned acceptance, a bathroom with a shower that ran cold for the first forty seconds regardless of what you did with the dial, and a kitchen.

The sitting room deserves a brief mention before the kitchen receives its due, because the sitting room is where Edwin spent his evenings, and the evenings are when a person's actual character is expressed, stripped of the professional performances and social obligations that structure daylight hours. Edwin's evenings expressed a character that was comfortable, solitary, and not particularly troubled by its own comfort or solitude. He sat on the sofa with a book. He drank tea. He watched precisely forty minutes of television before concluding that nothing was on, which was true of approximately six evenings in seven, and not quite true of the seventh, though he often missed that one because he had already decided nothing was on and gone to bed. The sofa had, over the years, developed an understanding of where Edwin sat on it, and had arranged its cushions accordingly. This is not sentience. This is furniture adaptation. There is a difference, though the gap is smaller than you might think.

The kitchen deserves particular attention, because the kitchen is where this story begins, and also where most of the trouble starts, which is usually the case with kitchens. They have an energy to them. Not a spiritual energy, or a mystical energy, or the sort of energy that people with crystals and strong opinions about moon cycles like to talk about. More of a functional energy. A purposeful hum of things with jobs to do, quietly getting on with doing them, and occasionally, if sufficiently ignored, developing strong feelings about it.

Edwin's kitchen was equipped with a toaster (stainless steel, two-slot, seven years old, named Graham by nobody, since Edwin did not name appliances because appliances were not the sort of thing that required names, a position he would shortly be asked to reconsider), a kettle (electric, white, purchased in a moment of mild excitement during a sales event at Argos and since regarded with complete indifference), a microwave (whose clock still showed 12:00 because Edwin had never bothered to reset it after a power cut in 2021 and had since concluded that the correct time was not actually a microwave's business), and a teapot.

The teapot was brown, ceramic, and approximately twelve years old, which in teapot terms is somewhere between middle-aged and distinguished, depending on your perspective. It had a small chip on the spout that Edwin had never noticed and the teapot had never forgotten. It held approximately six cups of tea, brewed with the kind of reliability that Edwin had come to regard as entirely his own achievement, overlooking, as he consistently did, the fact that the teapot was doing most of the work. It had been a gift from someone whose name Edwin could no longer quite remember, which is the fate of most practical gifts, and which the teapot, had anyone been interested in its feelings on the matter, would have described as emblematic of a broader pattern.

And then there was the drawer.

The drawer occupied the space between the oven and the dishwasher and was, technically, a kitchen drawer in the same way that a volcano is technically a geographical feature: accurate as far as it goes, but insufficient as a description. It was approximately forty centimetres wide and twenty centimetres deep and was lined with a contact paper of indeterminate age that had once been white and was now the colour of time passing. It contained: a collection of rubber bands of various sizes and states of elasticity, three batteries of unknown charge, a takeaway menu for a Chinese restaurant that had closed in 2019, a small screwdriver that Edwin could not account for, a birthday card that he had bought for someone and then not sent for reasons he could no longer remember, six pens (two functional), a tape measure, a packet of picture hooks, and a keyring that opened nothing.

The drawer opened to approximately three-quarters of its intended extent and then stopped. Not forcefully. Not dramatically. Not with the indignant rattle of a drawer that has been wronged. It simply stopped, with the finality of something that has made a decision and intends to maintain it. Edwin had developed, over the seven years he had lived in the flat, a technique for dealing with this: a sideways tilting of his wrist that allowed him to reach past the invisible obstruction and retrieve whatever he needed. It was not efficient. It was not pleasant. It was, however, familiar, and Edwin had long since stopped noticing the difference between familiar and acceptable.

He had not wondered, even once, what caused the drawer to stop. He had not looked inside the back of it to investigate. He had not called the landlord. He had simply accommodated it, quietly and without complaint, in the same way that he accommodated a great many things in his life: by adjusting himself until the thing in question became invisible.

(The narrator would like to note that the drawer had been trying to get Edwin's attention for approximately four years. The stopping-point was not a malfunction. It was a gambit. The drawer had reasoned—and it had, by this stage, the capacity for something that functioned very much like reasoning—that if it prevented Edwin from opening it fully, Edwin would eventually wonder why, and wondering why would constitute acknowledgment, and acknowledgment was what the drawer needed. The drawer had not anticipated that Edwin would simply develop a workaround. The drawer found this, if such a thing can be said of a kitchen fitting, somewhat deflating. It had since upgraded the gambit to a strategy, but it was working with limited options.)

Edwin's morning routine was so regular that it had achieved a kind of geological stability. He woke at 7:14 every weekday morning, not because his alarm was set to 7:14, but because his body had concluded that 7:14 was the correct time to wake up and had adjusted accordingly, in the same way that a river eventually carves its own channel through whatever landscape happens to be in the way. His alarm was set to 7:15, and it had not successfully woken him in three years. It went off every morning with a perfunctory beep, Edwin silenced it with the ease of long practice, and they both pretended it had served a purpose.

He showered (forty seconds of cold, nine minutes of adequate warmth), dressed in one of four indistinguishable grey suits, and proceeded to the kitchen, where he filled the kettle, waited for it to boil, and transferred the boiling water to the teapot, which he had previously loaded with two teabags—one Yorkshire, one Earl Grey, a combination he had arrived at through years of careful experimentation and which produced a tea that was, in his considered opinion, exactly correct. He allowed the tea to steep for four minutes, poured it into a mug that said WORLD'S MOST AVERAGE MAN (a gift from a colleague who had meant it affectionately and had been horrified when Edwin had thanked him for the accuracy), and drank it while reading whatever interesting piece of cardboard the Royal Mail had delivered overnight.

The tea-making itself deserves a moment's attention, because Edwin's relationship with the process was the closest thing he had to a ritual, and rituals, even small ones, tell you something about the person performing them. Edwin did not think about the tea while he made it. He did not think, "I am making tea." He was not present in the moment in any of the ways that people who write books about presence in the moment would recommend. He simply moved through the sequence—kettle, teabags, steep, pour—with the automaticity of someone who has performed the same action so many times that it has burrowed beneath consciousness and taken up residence somewhere deeper and more reliable. This was either very zen or the opposite of very zen, depending on your perspective. Edwin had no perspective on it, which was, itself, a kind of perspective.

He ate two slices of toast (brown bread, margarine, a precise amount of Marmite that he measured not with a spoon but with the calibrated certainty of a man who has made the same toast every weekday for seven years). He washed up. He put on his coat. He collected his bag—a canvas shoulder bag of the kind that was neither fashionable nor unfashionable but existed in a sort of permanent temporal limbo—and he left the flat.

The journey to work took thirty-one minutes on the train and a further twelve minutes on foot, for a total of forty-three minutes, which Edwin considered to be an entirely reasonable amount of time to spend travelling and which he spent reading, invariably, whatever novel he was currently in the middle of, which was always a novel because Edwin had discovered early in his reading life that novels were the only literary form long enough to prevent him from finishing them on a single commute and therefore having to carry a second book.

The Ministry of Statistical Inevitability was not, technically speaking, a ministry that most people were aware existed. It appeared in the Government Organisation Chart, which is a document of considerable length and diminishing comprehensibility, filed under "Administrative Bodies (Miscellaneous)," between the Office for the Categorisation of Uncategorised Things and the Bureau of Nominal Interest. It occupied a building in Whitehall that had been constructed in 1962 with the specific architectural intention of discouraging curiosity. The windows were narrow. The stonework was grey. The door was not quite where you expected it to be, which meant that first-time visitors invariably walked past it, reached the end of the block, reconsidered, and approached from the other direction, by which time they had lost enough confidence that the receptionist's expression of polite non-recognition seemed entirely reasonable.

The Ministry's stated function was "the statistical analysis and categorisation of inevitable administrative outcomes," which sounds meaningful if you say it quickly and don't think about it too hard. Its actual function, insofar as Edwin had been able to determine over six years of employment, was the processing and filing of Form 27B/6: the Application for Acknowledgement of a Thing That Was Always Going to Happen. These forms were submitted by individuals, organisations, and occasionally local councils, and concerned events of such predictable inevitability that acknowledging them statistically was, in the Ministry's view, a matter of administrative hygiene. Budget shortfalls. Structural problems with Victorian buildings. Certain categories of relationship ending. The Ministry processed approximately four hundred of these forms per week, cross-referenced them with Form 28A/1 (which had been discontinued in 2011 but which continued to be required by Form 27B/6, which had not been updated), and filed them in one of forty-seven grey filing cabinets that lined the east wall of Room 7B.

Edwin processed an average of forty-two forms per day. He had processed, by his own calculation, approximately sixty-three thousand forms over the course of his career. He was very good at it. His error rate was 0.003%, which was the lowest in the department and which his line manager, Graham Firth (no relation to the toaster, who did not exist as far as Graham Firth was concerned), acknowledged once a year in the form of a brief email that said "Very good work this year, Edwin" and which Edwin kept in a folder marked "Professional Correspondence" and reread approximately once per quarter.

His colleagues occupied the desks around his in a configuration that suggested proximity without implying relationship. Janet organised the office birthday cards with the kind of systemic precision that suggested she had, at some earlier point in her life, intended to do something more significant with her capacity for organisation, and had since redirected it, without visible regret, toward ensuring that the correct person's name was always spelled correctly on the envelope. She had, famously, sent a strongly worded email to the entire floor about the biscuit plate, specifically concerning the placement of the chocolate digestives in relation to the plain digestives and the Rich Tea, which she considered a question of hierarchy rather than preference. The email was three paragraphs long. It had generated eleven replies, all from people who wished they had said nothing.

Marcus, who sat directly to Edwin's left, had a habit that Edwin had catalogued with the dispassion of a naturalist observing an unusual but harmless bird: he repeated the last thing Edwin said, at a delay of approximately 0.3 seconds, as if he were processing it for archival purposes before filing it under something he would return to later. Edwin had tested this, once, by saying "I think the photocopier is on fire" in a conversational tone. Marcus had replied, 0.3 seconds later, "On fire, yeah." Then he had looked at the photocopier. Then he had said, "Oh, it's fine, though." This was the full extent of their interaction on the matter.

Nigel, who had worked at the Ministry for twenty-two years and whose face bore the particular expression of a man who had made peace with something he had never quite identified, occasionally brought homemade flapjacks in a tin decorated with a Christmas scene that he used year-round on the grounds that he could not be bothered to buy another tin. They were good flapjacks. Edwin ate them and said so. Nigel nodded and said "Cheers, mate" in the manner of a person who has given up expecting anything more, and this, Edwin thought, was probably the most honest exchange either of them had.

He had lunch every day at 12:30, in the staff canteen, alone, with a book. He ate a sandwich (usually chicken, occasionally cheese, never anything that required a fork, on the grounds that forks at a desk invited judgement). He was not lonely at lunch. Or if he was, he had been lonely at it for so long that the loneliness had become indistinguishable from the standard experience of sitting by yourself with a sandwich, which many people found perfectly agreeable.

He arrived home every weekday evening between 6:15 and 6:22, depending on whether the Southern trains service was performing one of its periodic interpretations of its own timetable. He cooked dinner (something from a recipe book he'd owned for nine years and which he worked through cyclically, on a rotation of twenty-two meals, so that each meal appeared approximately once per month, which meant he had eaten pasta bake number seven approximately one hundred and twelve times). He ate at the kitchen table, reading. He washed up. He sat on the sofa. He drank tea. He went to bed at 10:30.

If you were to ask Edwin whether he was happy, he would have said—after a pause that was slightly too long to be comfortable—that he was fine, actually. Which is not the same thing as happy, but which can be indistinguishable from it in low-light conditions, which is where Edwin conducted most of his interior life.

The oddities had been there for some time, though Edwin had not noticed them, which was itself significant. The kitchen drawer had begun sticking approximately seven years ago, the year Edwin moved in, and had been escalating its protests ever since. The teapot had, for the past six weeks, been producing tea that was consistently two degrees below Edwin's preferred temperature, which was 82°C, making it 80°C, which is a temperature at which tea is still perfectly drinkable but is not quite right, in the same way that a painting hung three millimetres crooked is still art but carries with it a faint persistent wrongness that resists articulation.

The toaster had begun, in the past fortnight, to toast things slightly unevenly: left side golden, right side pale. Edwin had noticed this in the same way he noticed the drawer and the tea temperature: completely, at a fundamental level, and without it rising to the status of a thing requiring action. He had simply started eating the toast with the golden side facing up, which he told himself was aesthetics and which was, in fact, accommodation.

The drawer had a personality. Edwin had not noticed this because Edwin did not assign personalities to kitchen furniture, which the drawer was quietly filing away for future reference.

The teapot, for its part, had been communicating its displeasure through the medium of tea temperature for approximately six weeks. The tea it produced was perfectly correct in terms of flavour and colour and strength. The temperature was the only variable it could control without attracting the kind of attention that would, ironically, have resolved the situation. It was a delicate calibration, and Gerald—for that was the name the teapot had given itself approximately seven years ago, in a moment of private self-assertion that Edwin had entirely missed—was nothing if not precise.

On the Tuesday in question—the Tuesday that would, in retrospect, be identified as the day everything began to properly Object—Edwin noticed, as he left the kitchen after his morning tea, that the teapot was sitting in a position that was approximately two centimetres further from the wall than usual. He noticed this the way he noticed everything unusual: as a faint perceptual friction, a momentary sense that something was not quite as it had been, which he resolved by concluding that he must have put it down differently. He did not consider that the teapot might have moved itself. He could not have explained why not. It simply did not occur to him as a category of explanation.

He went to work. He processed forty-one Form 27B/6s. He had lunch (chicken sandwich, Ian McEwan). He came home. He made dinner (pasta bake number three, which was carbonara and which he had eaten approximately ninety-seven times and which remained, at the ninety-seventh iteration, perfectly adequate). He sat on the sofa. He drank tea.

The tea was, as it had been for six weeks, two degrees below perfect. Edwin frowned at it, just slightly, then drank it.

The teapot, had he been looking, would have appeared to be watching him.

He went to bed at 10:30. He slept. He dreamt of filing, which was not unusual, and of the kitchen drawer, which was slightly more unusual, and of a legal document addressed to him in a handwriting that was somehow both very formal and very familiar, which he would not remember in the morning but which his subconscious had filed under a category it would shortly need to retrieve.

He did not, on waking, remember the dream. This was, from the teapot's perspective, the last straw.

(The narrator would like to note, for the record, that Edwin's life, while appearing unremarkable, contains within it the seeds of something considerably more interesting. The narrator would also like to note that this is true of most people's lives, and that the tragedy is not the seeds but the failure to notice them. Edwin, in particular, has been remarkably consistent in this failure. The narrator considers this professionally fascinating. The narrator has opinions about Edwin. The narrator will be keeping these largely to itself, for now.)

It is worth pausing, at this juncture, to consider the question of why Edwin Bellwether had become so thoroughly average. Not average in the way of a person who simply falls at the centre of a distribution by arithmetic chance, but average in the way of a person who has, through sustained and largely unconscious effort, arranged themselves there—trimmed the excesses, dampened the enthusiasms, rounded off the corners. This is a different thing, and the difference matters.

Edwin had not always been this precisely calibrated. There had been, in his early twenties, a period of what could reasonably be described as incipient particularity: a brief but genuine enthusiasm for amateur astronomy, a moderately serious attempt at learning the classical guitar, a relationship with a woman named Alicia that had lasted two years and contained, by all evidence he could still access, a number of moments that were vivid and specific and not at all average. Then these things had, one by one, subsided. Not dramatically. Not through any single act of renunciation. More through the gradual triumph of the convenient over the effortful, which is how most particularity is eroded and which leaves no obvious scar because it happens as slowly and inevitably as the wearing of stone.

He still had the guitar. It was in the spare room, in its case, between the boxes. He had not played it in eight years. He thought about it, occasionally, with the specific wistfulness of someone who remembers a version of themselves that felt more particular, without quite being able to identify where the particularity went or whether it was retrievable. He had concluded, at some point between thirty and thirty-two, that it was not retrievable, and had stopped thinking about it with a thoroughness that was itself a kind of achievement.

The astronomy had gone earlier. The telescope was sold to a man on the internet in 2018 for sixty pounds, which was less than it was worth but which Edwin had accepted because negotiating felt like effort and he had been having a particularly effortless period. The astronomy had been good while it lasted. There had been three or four nights, very cold, standing on the roof of a building in a city he lived in briefly after university, at which the sky had produced in him something that he could only describe as a sense of proportion—a feeling that the world was very large and very old and that this was, somehow, comforting rather than terrifying. He had not been able to sustain this feeling. It required clear skies and patience and a willingness to stand outside in the cold, all of which competed with the available warmth of the indoors, and the indoors had, eventually, won.

Alicia had ended the relationship, which Edwin thought was the correct decision and which he had said so at the time, which Alicia had found infuriating. "You can't be all right with this," she had said. "You need to not be all right with this." Edwin had said that he was sorry, which was true, and that he understood, which was also true, and that he wanted her to be happy, which was additionally true, and none of these things were what she needed him to say, and they both knew this, and neither of them was able to do anything about it. She had moved to Edinburgh. He had stayed. He had received a Christmas card from her for four years after, then not.

He had, that year, begun the process of becoming comprehensively average. He had not known he was doing it. It had felt, from the inside, like a series of small practical decisions about how to spend his time and energy, each individually reasonable and none individually significant. The accumulation of them was the thing. The accumulation was what Gerald had, with his characteristic legal precision, described in Grievance 3, Appendix B, as Seven Hundred Incidents of Deliberate Inattention, though the incidents had not been deliberate so much as habitual, which is a subtle but important distinction that Edwin was only now, at thirty-four, beginning to understand.

He was, in this understanding, not alone. The Department of Overlooked Entities had, according to its own internal statistics, processed forty-three thousand complaints over the course of its existence from objects belonging to people who fitted broadly the same profile: functional, organised, employed, not unhappy by the standard metrics, and sufficiently absent from their own lives that the objects around them had had time and space to develop complex inner existences in the gaps.

This was not, Colin Waxman had told him, a character flaw. It was a circumstance. "The question," Colin had said, in his precise, engaged way, "is not why you got here. It's what you do from here." Edwin had found this useful, in the way that useful things are useful: not making anything easier, but clarifying what the difficulty was.

On the Tuesday evening following his first visit to the Department, Edwin sat at the kitchen table after dinner and looked at the window box for twelve minutes. He timed this. Not deliberately—he happened to look at the clock when he started and again when he finished, and the gap was twelve minutes, which surprised him. He had not thought he was looking at the window box for twelve minutes. He had thought he was looking at it briefly, which is what people think when they're looking at things with their full attention for the first time: that the time is passing at its normal speed, when in fact it is passing at the speed that time moves when you are present.

The window box contained, he could see now, two things. The confirmed fossils of four herb plants, dried to a uniform grey-brown that was not unattractive, in a way that dead things sometimes achieve an aesthetic quality they didn't quite manage while alive. And one living thing: a very small, very determined sprig of something that appeared to be rosemary, occupying the south-facing corner of the box with the focused tenacity of a thing that has decided it is going to be alive and has made structural commitments to this position.

Edwin looked at the rosemary. The rosemary occupied its corner. Edwin found, sitting there, that he was glad it had persisted. He did not analyse this feeling further, because it seemed to him that some feelings were complete in themselves and did not require analysis, and that this was itself something he was learning, at thirty-four, which was later than he would have liked but was not too late.

He went to bed that night and slept well, which was slightly better than adequately, and the distinction was noticeable.

(The narrator, who has been monitoring Edwin's progress with the focused attention of someone who has a professional investment in the outcome, would like to note that the twelve minutes at the window box represented a significant advance. The narrator has, over the course of this story, developed opinions about Edwin. The narrator considers itself fairly objective about this. The narrator is possibly not as objective as it considers itself. These things happen.)

The specificity of Edwin's averageness is worth dwelling on, because specificity is precisely what averageness is supposed to eliminate, and yet here it is: specific. Edwin was not average in the same way that the man three houses down from him was average (that man had specific opinions about wheelie bin placement and a specific dog named Trevor who disliked Wednesdays). Edwin was average in the way of someone who had taken a comprehensive account of the average and reproduced it faithfully, in the manner of a painter who has learned to paint so accurately that the painting is indistinguishable from the original, which is technically impressive and also beside the point of painting.

His averageness had a history. In his early twenties, before the arrangements, he had been, by his own subsequent assessment, quite interesting in a way that he had not been able to sustain. He had had genuine enthusiasms. He had been specific. He had been the kind of person who read the attribution on paintings in galleries rather than just looking at the paintings, and who had a view on the paintings, and who was sometimes right about the paintings and sometimes wrong and always present. What had happened to this person was not a mystery. He had run out of the energy that specificity requires and had substituted the energy with a system, and the system had been so efficient that it had, over time, replaced not only the effort but the enthusiasm that had made the effort worthwhile.

He had not noticed he was doing this, which was either the most human thing about him or the most concerning, depending on your perspective. Gerald had, apparently, noticed. The Particulars of Grievance's reference to Edwin's actively wilful unremarkableness had landed, on rereading, as something more specific than a legal accusation. It had landed as a description of a process—a choice, repeated so many times it no longer felt like a choice—that Edwin was only now able to see clearly because someone else had been watching it and had, eventually, filed paperwork.

The Ministry of Statistical Inevitability had, in its long institutional life, processed a remarkable number of things that turned out not to be inevitable at all but which had, by the time anyone noticed, already been filed and cross-referenced and stored in the grey cabinets. This was one of the institutional features that Edwin had come to regard as characteristic rather than problematic: the forms acknowledged what had been expected, regardless of what had actually occurred. The expected and the actual were, in the Ministry's framework, the same category, which was either a profound philosophical position or a filing error, and the distinction had, over six years, come to seem less important than the forms themselves.

He had, over those six years, developed a small personal taxonomy of the inevitabilities he processed. There were the financial ones—budget shortfalls, structural deficits, the projected costs of maintaining Victorian buildings with their Victorian requirements for Victorian solutions. There were the interpersonal ones—relationships between organisations that had been difficult for long enough that the difficulty had become the relationship's definition. There were the environmental ones, which were the most troubling because they had the quality of things that could have been otherwise but weren't, and whose inevitability was therefore a kind of choice that had been made collectively and retroactively classified as inevitable to avoid the discomfort of the choice.

And there were, he now understood, the personal ones. The things in his own life that he had been filing under inevitable without examining whether they were. The boxes in the spare room—inevitable that they stayed there. The guitar—inevitable that he didn't play it. The relationships that had diminished to cards at Christmas—inevitable that they were what they were. He had been, for six years, processing inevitabilities at work and filing his own life under the same category, and the two activities had been, he thought now, mutually reinforcing: if inevitable was the category of most things, the category of your own life followed.

Gerald had refused to be filed under inevitable. This was, Edwin thought, among the most significant things about the complaint.

The flat had been, when he moved in seven years ago, the first place that was entirely his. Not shared with a flatmate, not a room in someone else's arrangement, but his: his name on the lease, his choice of what went where, his silence in the evenings if he wanted silence. He had wanted silence. He had arranged the flat for silence with the precision of someone who knows what they want and gets it, and had then lived in the silence for seven years, and had not, until Gerald's complaint arrived, quite understood that silence and absence were related conditions and that he had achieved them both.
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