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ONE

A wise philosopher once said, “Personal change is like a slow, painful, heaving round of vomit. It’s gross and embarrassing while it happens, but relieving and kind of refreshing when you’re done.” I think it’s an ancient proverb.

Whether there’s metaphorical puke or not—in my case I’ve spent more time blowing long hair out of my eyes than blowing chunks over a toilet—I realize now that the hardest thing about personal change is how the person you leave behind and the person you’re on your way to becoming don’t fully line up at first, like a shaky hand on paper. But that shaky hand gets steady eventually, and before you know it you’re used to the new change. And that’s that.

Except, of course, you’re never done changing.

“Hey, Alan,” Zack interrupts my inner monologue with a chipper whisper. “Do you think the radioactive man-beasts come out of that little tube?”

I squint at the Mercury Nuclear Power Plant’s pressurized water reactor (at least that’s what the tour guide called it). “I don’t think they’d fit,” I whisper back.

“Radioactive man-beasts can stretch and contort their bodies into all kinds of shapes,” Zack says. “I bet if we asked Francine really nicely, she’d tell us the truth.”

I don’t think Francine, our tour guide, wants to answer Zack’s questions, let alone cart around a bunch of middle schoolers on a field trip. When Miss Richter said all the Accelerated School Placement Enrichment and Nourishment (ASPEN) classes, seventh graders through ninth graders (so that’s Saplings, Sprouts, and Shrubs, in ascending order—yep, you read that right), were taking a field trip to a nuclear plant, I thought it’d be more exciting than watching water rush around. Zack keeps insisting Francine is “hiding the deadly truths about nuclear power” due to government conspiracies.

“Hush,” Madison whispers, putting a finger to his mouth. “You’re missing all the important facts.”

“Who can tell me the difference between nuclear fission and nuclear fusion?” Francine asks.

Madison’s hand shoots into the air. “Nuclear fission involves the splitting of atoms, whereas nuclear fusion involves the joining of atoms,” he recites.

“That’s right,” Francine says.

“Fatison could use some splitting of his atoms, huh?” an eighth-grade (I try not to use the plant terminology if I can help it, because I have some measure of self-respect) girl whispers, leading to some nearby snickering.

“Hmph.” Madison crosses his arms but doesn’t say anything in response.

As we move away from the pressurized water reactor, I say to Madison, “I bet they’re jealous. They probably didn’t know what nuclear fission was before—”

Someone bumps into me, hard from behind, knocking me off balance. Zack reaches out to steady me. “Hey!” he yelps.

“Oh sorry,” a ninth-grade guy says. “Didn’t see you there, Galan.”

The guy walks away without a teacher noticing. Madison sighs. “At least Fatison is on its way out. I worry there’s a lot more mileage they’ll be getting from Galan.”

“The name doesn’t even make sense,” Zack says. “It sounds like a prescription drug.”

“Gay Alan,” Madison mutters.

Zack’s eyes get wide. “Ohhhhh. I get it now. Wouldn’t it be Gaylan then? You should petition to change the name. If they’re going to make fun of you, they should at least try. Right?”

My reputation as the guy who likes other guys came about a month ago, at the end of my brother Nathan’s game of Cole vs. Cole, or CvC. Nathan, who’d practically made a full-time job out of turning my life into a waking nightmare, threatened to out me to all of Evergreen Middle School if I lost the game. And even though I won, I still came out because I wanted to stop being afraid of my brother, and of the rest of the world. Now I’m getting to know a loud minority of kids who think it’s funny to call me Galan, who like to taunt and shove me when the teachers aren’t looking. It’s like I’ve traded in one gigantic bully for a bunch of smaller ones.

Right now my attention is focused on Nathan, two years my senior, hovering within earshot. He watches me, I guess to make sure I’m not hurt, even though he could’ve intervened but didn’t. Marcellus Mitchell, his best friend, whispers something in his ear, and Nathan makes this jerky half-step in my direction, but then he and Marcellus leave us behind.

“It’s been a month,” Zack says as we catch up with the rest of the group. “I’m surprised he hasn’t stood up for you.”

“Not once,” I say.

“Hmph,” Madison scoffs. “If you want my honest opinion, I’m not surprised. He tortured you for years. Someone with such a cruel streak isn’t going to change on a dime.” He frowns. “Or ever.”

After I won CvC, I made Nathan swear off his dark ways. I guess I didn’t specify he had to actively be a good person though. He’s barely said one word to me this past month, which is, granted, a huge improvement over the past twelve years of our relationship. But I was hoping for a normal big brother. One who sticks up for his little bro if his little bro runs into homophobia every day.

The giant clump of kids congregates around what looks like a gift shop. “We’re offering a special twenty-five percent student discount on Mercury Power Plant merchandise,” Francine says like she’s reading off a teleprompter.

“Do you have T-shirts?” Rudy Brighton, my seventh-grade classmate, asks.

“We’ve got a few,” Francine says.

Rudy pumps his fist into the air and leads the way into the gift shop.

Instead of walking into the incredibly fascinating gift shop, Miss Richter, my favorite teacher, snaps her fingers. “None of that,” she says to someone I can’t see. I crane my neck and—

Ugh.

Connor Garcia—the straight guy I’m still, despite knowing it’ll never work out between us, crushing on—is laughing, flashing his big smile at Sheila Carter. She gets to see a lot of his big smile lately because Connor and Sheila are officially a couple. Officially dating. Officially getting into plenty of PDA every single day, which is totally gross and I’m not jealous at all. Nope. Why would you get that idea?

I force my eye to stop twitching.

“Alan Cole,” a voice from behind me barks, startling me so much my skeleton practically jumps out of my skin.

“Hi,” I say in between deep breaths.

Talia MacDonald, our class president, doesn’t look happy. Then again, Talia hasn’t looked happy much lately. Maybe the stress of running an entire grade is getting to her. She’s pitched three million ideas to Principal Dorset for “ways to improve the middle school experience,” and he’s only approved one of them. And I know that one idea is why she wants to talk to me.

“You know why I want to talk to you,” she says. (What did I tell you?)

I nod. “Because there’s too many people to fit into the gift shop.”

Talia puts her hands on her hips. “This isn’t a laughing matter. I tried to launch ‘Where Do We Come From?’ a month ago, and I’ve only had three participants. I keep waiting for an Alan Cole masterpiece to christen the display, but thus far you’ve given me absolutely squat.”

She’s right. And it burns. Last month I shared with Talia (and Zack and Madison) the idea for my cretpoj, the painting that became my self-portrait. That inspired Talia’s big project about understanding each other. That’s what I want to do with my cretpoj: change the world. It would make sense for me to contribute something that shows where I came from. Who I am. What I believe in. But . . .

“It’s not done,” I say. “I’ll let you know when it is.”

“You keep saying that,” Talia says, shaking her head. “I’m starting to think you don’t want anyone to see your . . . crunkpot, was it?”

“Cretpoj.”

“Whatever it is, I want it. If I have to grab that sketchbook of yours and squeeze it out with my bare hands, I will. Don’t test me!” She stomps off toward the crowded gift shop.

I breathe easier. My hands pat my sketchbook reflexively, nestled in my backpack. The truth is . . . my cretpoj is done. It’s been done for three weeks. I spent hours cooped up in my room with a tiny mirror and my paints, making the most whiplashing, neck-cracking, earthquake-inducing, pressurized-water-reacting painting known to humanity. It’s going to make the whole world throw up.

I have shown it to absolutely no one.

I love to paint. I live to paint. If art was breathing, I’d cry watercolors. Zack and Madison keep asking me about it. Talia keeps asking me about it. The world is waiting for me to unveil it. Why can’t I even take it out of my sketchbook?

When I think about my cretpoj just sitting in my sketchbook turning yellow, it makes me sick. To make things even worse, I haven’t painted anything at all since I finished it. No people, no puppies, no plants. Not even stick figures. For all the good I’ve done over the past month, it all starts to unravel whenever I think about the fact that I’m sitting on my purpose in life, hands firmly squashed under my butt, losing muscle memory, turning to dust. What’s the problem? What am I afraid of?

“You okay?” Zack asks as the classes awkwardly shovel themselves into the gift shop. He’s already changed into an “I <3 My Power Plant” T-shirt.

“I’m fine,” I say. If I keep telling myself that, I will be.

Madison puffs out his chest. He clutches a mug with a nuclear reactor design that says “The Fission Commission.” “Well, gentlemen, I’d say this field trip was a fantastic success. We learned so much about nuclear power and how safe and efficient it is.”

“We didn’t learn about the radioactive man-beasts though,” Zack says. “Do you think this shirt brings out the color in my hair?”

“You don’t need any help drawing attention to your hair,” Madison says.

Zack picks at a loose strand of his bird’s nest of a hairstyle, flopping in between his eyebrows. “I guess not. Hey, slumber party this weekend?”

I perk up. “That’d be great.”

“For the last time, call them sleepovers,” Madison groans. “Much more mature. I’ll need to check with my parents, but it should be fine.”

Zack smiles. “Best friends. Now and forever.”

We all bump fists, extending and touching our thumbs.

I’ll let you in on a little secret—sometimes I think I haven’t changed enough yet. Sometimes I look at my friends, so brave and strong, and I see in myself something else. Sometimes I look at my cretpoj, and I don’t see the Alan of tomorrow. I see the Alan of yesterday, a yesterday I hoped I’d left behind. That’s the thing about change: it’s hard—but hopefully it’s doable too. So I keep changing. I keep struggling. And maybe eventually, maybe someday, my shaky hands will make a masterpiece.





TWO

The next day, after I get off bus 19, I walk past the community board by the school entrance and overhear some kids talking about the upcoming Winter Dance, a shared effort between Evergreen and our rival, Broadleaf Middle School. It’s not for another few weeks and already people are falling over themselves to get dates. I never got the appeal of dances—you jerk your body around like you’re having muscle spasms while wearing uncomfortable clothes inside a stuffy room packed full of other people having muscle spasms, and you try not to look like an utter disaster, which is impossible due to, once again, looking like you’re having muscle spasms. Besides, I don’t dance. (And the guy I’d want to go with already has a girlfriend.)

The flyer for the dance reads, “Winter Dance!” surrounded by clip art snowflakes. But something else is pinned to the board. Something that wasn’t there yesterday:

Calling all artists!

The Gladstone Art Academy is taking applications for our winter term. Six weekends of intensive art instruction and exploration.

Visit gladstoneartacademy.org for details and applications.

My mouth hangs open so wide a bird could fly inside. The Gladstone Art Academy is based in Philadelphia, about forty-five minutes from Petal Fields. It’s got an incredible reputation for its classes, held every three years, for aspiring artists between the ages of twelve and eighteen. Victoria Gladstone, the woman who runs it, has work displayed in prominent museums. Not to mention all the prodigies she’s tutored—there’s Chance Palmer, the teenage sculpture genius (who’s also really cute—not that I’ve noticed), and Yolanda Byron, who works in glass and pottery and textiles, and so many other people who are big in the local art scene. I could be Victoria Gladstone’s next artistic prodigy. And it could help me get over my artist’s block! That would be an astronomical experience. I hope no one slips in all the drool I’m leaking over the floor.

But it’s an astronomical experience I don’t have the rocket ship for. If I can’t even show my cretpoj to my friends, how could I show a class full of strangers, who are probably all way better artists than me? Plus I haven’t done any post-cretpoj art at all. On top of that, the academy is really selective. Oh well. Nice knowing you for five seconds, dream.

“What are you staring at?” Madison comes up behind me. “You’re not joining the Percussion Club, are you? Their flyer says they’re ‘drumming up interest.’ Would you really want to be in a club like that?”

“Nothing,” I say.

Madison crosses his arms. “You’re a terrible liar. Let’s see . . . cheerleading, choir, community service . . . Oh ho, what’s this?”

“See you in homeroom,” I say, walking away.

He catches up with me quickly. “An art academy would be perfect for you.”

“No, it wouldn’t,” I say.

“Are you still upset about not showing anyone your crackpaunch?”

“Cretpoj.”

“So you’re shy about it. Think of all the opportunities the academy could bring. Think of all the connections you could make! The Philadelphia art world is vibrant, you know. I say go for it.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I say.

Madison shakes his head. “Alan, I thought you were braver than this.”

I stop walking.

“The Alan I know wouldn’t let a little thing like art shyness stop him from pursuing his dreams. He would march forward with confidence and wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

I look up at Madison. “I’ll leave a message on his voicemail, and I’ll let you know when he gets back to me.”

Madison frowns at first. Then he realizes I’m joking, and he smiles. “Atta boy.”

We walk into homeroom. My friend is right. What am I afraid of? I should do it. I should seize the life-changing opportunity. I should stand in the sun and bask in its rays.

I should figure out who this kid sitting in my desk is.

Huh?

There’s a kid sitting in my desk. He’s flipping through a book. His notebook and pencil and papers sit on top of his—my—desk. I’ve never seen him before, but he’s already made himself at home.

Madison shrugs at me. I walk over to my desk. “Um, excuse me.”

The kid doesn’t look up, still intently reading his book.

“Excuse me,” I say a little louder. “You’re, uh, you’re in my—”

“Do you mind?” he asks. “I’m near the end of this chapter.” He turns the page.

My mouth flops open again. This time you could fit a turtle inside. “That’s my desk,” I say. “You’re in my desk.”

He holds up a finger.

Most of the room has already filed inside. Madison has taken his seat across the room from my desk. My desk. Not this kid’s. Mine!

Miss Richter isn’t here yet, so I can’t go to her. A few of the other students keep eyeing this new kid, probably wondering who he is, where he came from, and why he’s sitting in my desk.

“Alan Cole, sit down,” Talia says. “You’re blocking the whiteboard.”

“I can’t,” I grit through my teeth. “He’s in my seat.”

“Ask him to leave,” Talia says. “New kid! With the book!”

He finishes popping a bookmark inside his book and puts it away.

“You’re in someone else’s seat,” Talia continues. “As your class president, I’m advising you to find another desk.” She says to me, “You are not assertive at all, do you know that?”

“I feel like sitting here today,” he says.

A vein in my forehead feels like it’s about to burst. “Just sit somewhere else. That’s. My. Desk!”

Miss Richter walks in, followed by Zack, who takes the seat next to mine. He doesn’t look up and says to the desk thief, “Hi, Alan. Did you fill out the discussion questions for English? Do you think Mrs. Ront is going to agree with me that Hatchet is actually about ballet? I mean, you see it, right?”

“Alan, why aren’t you sitting down?” Miss Richter asks.

I take a deep breath. “Hesinmydesk.”

My homeroom teacher looks down the room and sees the desk snatcher. “Ah, you must be our new student. Why don’t you pull up a desk from the back and put it somewhere in the square? You’re in another student’s seat right now.”

The kid, now free from book distractions, gives me the dirtiest glare imaginable, dipped in arsenic and hemlock and mud. He gathers up his stuff, and I fly into my desk, convinced that if I don’t, he’ll steal it from me again. But then I hear the unmistakable noise of a desk screeching on linoleum, and lo and behold, the desk bandit is shrieking his desk right next to mine, in between me and Zack. We extend the three-sided square so there’s room for his desk, and there is much screeching and shrieking and unpleasant noise, and the whole experience is enough to jar me out of any good mood I might have been in from Madison’s pep talk.

“Thank you,” Miss Richter says. “Would you like to introduce yourself? Or should I do it?”

“It’s fine,” the desk bandit says. He takes the time to reorganize his desk—notebook, pencil, what looks like a schedule printout, various papers of various colors—before saying another word. Finally, after what has to be a full minute, he says, “My name is Odin Thompson. I’m ready to kick ass.”

A few snickers bounce about the room. On the other side of me, Connor smiles. “Rock on, man.”

“Thank you, Odin,” Miss Richter says. “In the future, let’s try to put the PG in PG-13, okay?”

“Hang on,” Rudy says. “Did you say your name was Odin? Like Thor’s dad? That Odin?”

“Yeah,” Odin says, like he’s waiting for Rudy to challenge his right to his name.

Rudy grins. “That is so cool.”

Across the square, Madison’s arms are firmly crossed over his chest. Zack stares curiously at his new neighbor, like Odin is juggling chain saws while riding a unicycle. And I’m sitting here, hoping this Norse god isn’t going to keep being as much of a royal pain as he’s been so far.

When the bell rings for first period, Odin’s stuff is all packed up and ready to go. And you know what? I want to be the bigger person. The Alan I know marches forward with confidence. And compassion. Besides, Lord knows I’ve forgiven people for worse. “Hi,” I say to him. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. If you want a hand figuring out Evergreen, let me know. It can be really confusing sometimes.”

Odin frowns. “What makes you think I need your help?”

“Uh, just that this school is big, and I’ve been here two months, and this is, uh, your first day—”

“I can handle myself. You saying I can’t?”

“No. I was—”

“Tell you what. You let me figure out school by myself, and I’ll leave you alone. We got a deal?”

Sweat starts prickling my back. “Uh, I, I was—”

“We got a deal, String Bean?”

I take a deep breath. “Sure.”

He walks past me out the door. Zack and Madison both give me looks of complete confusion, maybe because he called me String Bean when he’s as tall and skinny as I am. Or because he was a total jerk to me for no reason.

Ugh.

“Some people are beyond help,” Madison says as he leaves. “You tried. Now it’s best to ignore him.”

Zack shakes his head as he follows me to my swimming class (even though his first period isn’t even close to the pool). “Nobody’s beyond help. Once he sees how great a guy you are, he’ll want to be your friend for sure.”

Except I don’t want him to be my friend. I’d be happier if he stayed out of my desk, didn’t give me nicknames (I have enough of those), and didn’t treat me like I was gum in his hair. In fact, it’d be great if he left me alone entirely. I don’t need any more friends, but even more than that, I definitely don’t need any more enemies.





THREE

Swimming class is still an ordeal. Don’t get me wrong—I don’t mind the actual swimming anymore. Passing the test a month ago is one of my proudest accomplishments. Even though it’s taken me some time to learn the exercises the rest of the class does, it’s not the swimming that’s the problem.

The reason that swimming still sucks is one of my fellow swimmers.

I stare up at the lights in the locker room, careful not to make eye contact with anyone. That’d be the loaded gun full of Alan-caliber bullets. I usually ignore everyone else in the locker room until they all head to the pool, and I do the same on the way back in until we’re all changed. It’s safer this way.

Today, however, Ron McCaughlin walks into the locker room with a face that screams pissed off. When I came out, Connor said he’d protect me from his buddy Ron, who hates gay people like vampires hate sun, so Ron largely kept his distance for a little while. But Connor’s barely paid me any mind ever since he started dating Sheila, which means Ron’s moved closer and closer to his prey, preparing to serve up an Alan-kabob when no one’s looking. Nothing’s happened. Yet.

So when Ron marches into the locker room and barks, “Don’t look at me,” my nerves tingle. Is today the day? Is this Ron’s breaking point, the day he unloads all his anti-gay rage out on me?

“I wasn’t,” I say.

He sneers. “You calling me a liar?”

There are lots of things I could call Ron, but none of them are printable. I go back to changing, praying he’ll go away soon.

No such luck. “I said, you calling me a liar, homo?”

Now the whole locker room hears us. I gulp. “No.”

“Then you were looking at me.”

“I wasn’t—”

“So I’m a liar. Can’t make up your mind, huh, Galan? Maybe I’ll make it up for you.”

I want to tell Ron what he said doesn’t make sense—making up my mind isn’t really a threat—but more than that, I want to stop sweating, and even more than that, I want Ron to go away. But Ron’s like a speeding truck without brakes: the only way to stop it is to crash it.

So I take a deep breath and I say, “You’re not my type.”

He squints. “Huh?”

I look him dead in the eye. “You’re not my type. Sorry.” (Except I’m not sorry, because it’s not my fault. But all good burns end with “sorry.” It’s a fact.)

Ron doesn’t know how to process this. “I’m not your—” Then he screams, “Ewww!”

“Yeah, Ron,” Jamal Lawrence says, standing at the locker next to me. “He likes smart guys.” That comment provokes a chorus of echoing laughs all through the locker room.

Ron is losing all his steam. His truck smashes into a tree and catches fire. “You’re sick,” he spits at me. He walks out toward the pool.

I stop holding my breath.

I don’t regain my composure until everyone is out of the locker room except me. Me and one other guy.

“That was stupid,” Marcellus Mitchell says from behind me in his even, deep bass voice.

“He could have beaten me up,” I say.

Nathan’s best friend and I walk out to the pool together. “He still could,” Marcellus says. “All you’re doing is giving him ammo.”

“I can’t sit back and do nothing,” I say quietly.

Marcellus considers me for a long moment. “I guess you can’t.”

As Coach Streit’s student lifeguard and remedial swim coach, Marcellus oversaw my progress—or lack thereof, thanks to him—when it came to learning how to swim. Showing up one day, ready to pass the test after I trained in secret with Madison, blindsided him. Ever since then, he talks to me occasionally—which is more than Nathan has done—and sometimes even gives me advice, but never when anyone else is around.

I make my way to the stands overlooking the pool. Ron is telling a joke to a group of girls, and Marcellus is doing neck stretches, and Coach Streit is talking to—

Oh, come on.

“Let me get this straight,” the coach says, looking down at the little paper in her hands. “You have a—”

“Chlorine allergy, yeah,” Odin says. “So I can’t take swimming.”

“A chlorine allergy.”

“That’s what the note says.”

Coach Streit sighs. “Well, once we call this doctor and verify your . . . allergy, we’ll get you set up with a different gym program. In the meantime, have a seat in the stands and watch.”

Odin hoists his backpack over his shoulders, sits in the highest rung of the bleachers, pulls out his book, and starts reading. He doesn’t seem to notice me.

What I’ve learned about the new kid:

Fact #1: He knows how to forge doctor’s notes.

Fact #2: He doesn’t know how to swim.

Chlorine allergy. Right.

When I walk home to 16 Werther Steet from the bus stop, Mom is sitting in the kitchen, reading a book. She walks over and gives me a hug and a kiss. She’s given me hugs and kisses every day for the past month, often multiple times a day. After eight years of being as detached from her family as the planet Neptune and letting Dad rule the roost like a diamond-encrusted chicken, Mom’s been making up for lost time, and I’m sure not complaining.

I’ve gone over my sales pitch a dozen times. Here goes nothing. “Mom, have you ever heard of the Gladstone Art Academy?”

“I don’t think so,” she says.

“It’s this intensive six-week-long art program they run in the city. They’re taking applications for it now. I think it’d be a great opportunity for me to be around other artists, and Victoria Gladstone is a, uh, really successful artist herself, and she’s tutored lots of other artists who went on to be famous. I could learn—I could learn things no one in Petal Fields could teach me. And, uh, the classes are only offered every three years because of Victoria Gladstone’s travel schedule. This would be one of the only times I can go. So can I go?”

Mom smiles. “That would be great. How much is it?”

“A thousand dollars,” I murmur.

“Sorry, I didn’t hear you. What did you say?”

“It’s a thousand bucks.”

Her smile falters. “For six weeks? That’s a lot of money . . .”

“It’s six weekends, really,” I mumble. I knew it wouldn’t work. I squeeze my hands tight.

But Mom’s not done. “I think it sounds great,” she says. She gives me another kiss on the cheek. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll see what I can do.”

That’s the best I’m getting from her. And if I can’t get Mom on board this sinking ship, Dad’s certainly not going to plug the leak. I know money’s been tighter than usual lately. While Dad hopes for that always-out-of-reach promotion, Mom’s gotten a few extra hours helping our church. She loves to cook, but lately we’ve had a few frozen entrees and buckets of KFC for dinner. And instead of buying me new winter clothes, Mom and Dad gave me some of Nathan’s greatest hits, even though they’re more than a little small on me.

Later, at the dinner table, the smells of Italian sausage and tomato basil sauce fill the house. Dad carefully and deliberately twirls his linguine around his fork, skewering his sausage without getting a single speck anywhere. Across the table Nathan eats in silence, staring at his plate. After we all finish our second helpings, I look at Mom, who nods. “Dad,” I say.

Dad looks at me.

I try keeping my voice steady. Dad’s traditionally been about as kind and understanding as a wooden plank with jagged nails poking out of it. Like Mom, he’s been trying to change lately, so he hasn’t been as harsh as he’s always been, but he’s still not a cuddly bunny either. “I was wondering if I could apply to the Gladstone Art Academy.”

“The Gladstone What Academy?”

“Art. Gladstone Art Academy.” This is a problem. He’s already zoomed in on the art part. An image of our fireplace burning a sketchbook, permanently seared across my brain, lunges forward, but I shove it back down.

Dad leans forward slowly. “Don’t you do enough art in school? At home? Why do we need to send you somewhere?”

“It’s a great opportunity to be around
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