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Foreword

BY JOE TORRE

Switch-hitting, the ability to swing from both sides of the plate, is impressive and rare in baseball, but also metaphorically, in real life; so it is as refreshing as it is inspiring when you know a man who can do them both. After all, switch-hitting essentially reflects the art of adaptation and the mystery of flexibility, attributes that undoubtedly make for a healthy ball game and a balanced state of being. I remember the morning Jorge Posada asked me for the day off, for what would be the first of eight major surgeries that his infant son would have to undergo to treat a life-threatening illness that doctors diagnosed when the baby was just ten days old. Here was a man in the prime of his career, a rising star, who over time would become one of the most popular catchers in Yankee history, with more runs batted in since 2000 (the year of his son’s first surgery!) than any other catcher in baseball.

In one hand he held the fate of his escalating success; in the other, the emphatic belief and unshakable faith that his son would somehow, despite the severity of the disease, be okay. Where did he get the emotional wherewithal and stamina to juggle such extremes, and how did he have the strength to be not only the player we needed him to be, but the husband and father that his family needed even more at home?

Well, it’s really no mystery, because you see, this is what Jorge Posada is all about—switch-hitting his way through life’s ups and downs with grace, confidence, and the kind of nobility that turns an ordinary man into a role model. During what were probably the most emotionally challenging years of his life, as his firstborn son was in and out of the hospital, with one elaborate surgery after another, Jorge managed to: become the only major-league catcher to ever hit .330 or better, with 40 doubles, 20 home runs, and 85 RBIs in a season; play in six All-Star Games; and along with Yogi Berra become the only other Yankee catcher to hit 30 home runs in a season. These stats are impressive as it is—now imagine achieving them all in the face of serious family turmoil, uncertain futures, life, and death.

And as we know, behind every great man there is often a great woman, so it’s no surprise that between Jorge and his lovely wife, Laura, the Posada family has emerged as a beacon of strength, integrity, philanthropy, and love—a model for families everywhere who might be battling with illness and pain and a human testament to the power of patience and perseverance.

It has been a pleasure and privilege to know and work with Jorge; and though I’ve been the one managing him all these years, he has been one of the men responsible for our Yankee championships. Jorge Posada truly exemplifies what it takes to be a role model, whether playing the game of baseball or the game of life.




Introduction

I know I will survive, I’m a fighter.

—SHIRLEY CHISHOLM

Laura Posada:
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The night before our son Jorge Luis’s first surgery, while everyone was asleep, I locked myself in the bathroom and took a long, hot shower. There, in the heavy steam, my tired mind and body, unable to pretend any longer, finally gave in. I fell down on my knees and collapsed there to cry. I cried so much, my tears and the water pouring down on me, as I prayed for my son not to die. All I could do was replay the horrible string of words the doctors all used when talking about the surgery: fronto-orbital advancement… cranial vault remodeling… three blood transfusions… must be type O negative… a complicated surgery that could last up to eleven hours… delicate… the skull needs to be opened from ear to ear… there is the risk of brain damage… they have to reshape the bones, reinstall them, and then sew him back up. All of this to my nine-month-old. How could I not imagine that he was going to die? It crossed my mind that this might be the last time I would ever get to put my son to sleep, and the thought of losing him became tangible, stinging me deeply in the center of my soul.

When we awoke the next day, it was scorching outside, the heat and steam relentlessly pressing down on New York the way they know how to in early August. It was only 6 a.m., and you could already feel how hot the day was going to be. The operation had been scheduled early in the morning, purposely to avoid Jorge having to sign autographs in the hospital or deal with any paparazzi, since he was so well known and recognized in New York.

When we arrived at the hospital, we sat in a little waiting room before they called us in, huddled all together but no one really saying anything, the weight of the future pushing us down into the earth. Jorge and I looked at each other and said no words—but in that silence communicated to each other that we had to do what we had to do.

We were told that one parent was allowed to accompany the baby into the operating room where they would prepare him, and Jorge and I had decided that I should be the one to do it. No task has ever daunted me more, but I agreed and watched my family (Jorge, his father, and my parents) shrink smaller and smaller as my baby and I were escorted down an ugly, white-gray hospital corridor toward the OR. I was now alone in the world, alone with my son, who could not possibly understand any of it and who would likely one day turn to me for an explanation.

The operating room was set up for the surgery, and I was instructed to put on a full bunny suit with my head and feet fully covered to maintain sterility. There were photographs and X-rays around the room. A tray lined with a light blue paper cloth was equipped with all varieties of meticulously placed surgical tools, all of them looking to me like torture devices, gleaming ominously under the hot surgical lights. Surgeons and nurses shuffled about, whispering in unintelligible codes, their intent eyes looking serious through the tiny spaces in their masks. They put Jorge Luis on the operating table, but he wouldn’t stop crying. I was actually the one who put him down on the table, and honestly I don’t know how I was able to let go. A nurse gently placed a mask on his face until he slowly fell silent and then just lay there totally still. They escorted me out of the room, explaining that it would be at least twelve to thirteen hours before I would see him again. It would be the longest amount of time that I’d ever been separated from him since the moment of his birth, not to mention where I was leaving him, and under what circumstances. For the first time I would not be the one to address his needs and make him feel better. Against everything that felt normal and right to me, I was forced to relinquish my responsibility for my son to a team of doctors, forcing myself to believe that their expertise would eclipse the feelings of doubt that would bubble up for every single moment of those thirteen hours. Never mind the obvious trauma of having to see my firstborn son sedated on that cold steel operating table—but the thought of this moment being one of his first experiences in the world totally and utterly crushed me.

And so began my first real encounter with motherhood.
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For a new parent, one of the most glorious things in existence is the tiny spectacle of a beautiful newborn child looking up at you, his perfect little features fresh and soft, his infectious smile representing for you a brand new world of hope and possibilities. In that momentary flash, we come to understand the power of creation, our roles within it, and the divine magic built into the experience of such profound kinship. We inhale the sweet aromas of newness and innocence, realizing with each breath that moves into our center that our lives indeed have new meaning. Many would say that this moment is the quintessential peak of life, the first magical encounter with your very own blood, a unique and primal meeting that has the power to awaken your sense of purpose and fuel your ability to love.

But what would happen if the beautiful face was not perfect? What would happen if those early days that you had envisioned would radiate with the happy glow of sweet pastel pinks and baby blues became instead cast with a dismal and mysterious gray that only seemed to darken with each day that passed? What would happen if you were to look down at your newborn and, rather than experience the long-awaited surge of bliss you’d always imagined, you instead encountered your own sense of dread bubbling up from within? What happens when the illusion of perfection is shattered right from the start?

These were some of the painful questions that haunted our world when our son, Jorge Luis, was diagnosed with a skull deformation at just ten days old, a shocking revelation that would radically alter the course of our lives. From one day to the next we abruptly went from being the joyful young couple, strong and successful, smiling proudly to throngs of adoring fans and waiting in bliss for the arrival of our firstborn son, to a couple of terrified, helpless parents with no concrete answers and only the looming prospect of a very sick baby to contend with. Talk about curveballs.

With the birth of our son came a dark and looming silence, a fear of the unknown, and what felt like a knife stab to the heart. Words like “craniotomy,” “facial deformities,” and “neurological problems” were thrown at us, and every moment became an exercise in emotional survival. Each year brought a new surgery and each surgery a new aftermath, laden with complications and even more questions. Our lives became defined by the grim new reality and subsequent progress of our precious son’s health, and our collective mission became to understand and conquer his disease.

But because this took place almost a decade ago, way before the word “Google” was considered a verb, information was scarce and there was little we could do to learn much about this understudied illness. We felt alone in our suffering and terrified by our helplessness. So many aspects of our son’s condition seemed impossible to digest, starting with the multiple surgeries that would be involved in treating it. Our doctors and surgeons became saviors, entrusted with the deepest, most vulnerable parts of us every single time we let our child go under the knife.

We quickly had to come to terms with the fact that the mysterious illness would be an ever-shifting phenomenon, one that would elicit much anguish and little relief. On the one hand, we would never quite know how things were going to develop, but on the other hand, we had to be ready to respond, with courage, to pretty much anything that arose; and being that this very nebulous “anything” was occurring to an adorable, helpless infant—our first baby—the whole thing seemed both incredibly scary and ridiculously unfair.

We would lie awake at night trying to grasp how this could be happening to a creature so small; wondering what we had done wrong, what we could have possibly done to cause this, and worried ourselves crazy about how it was all going to work out. For years, we woke up to countless mornings of not knowing what the day ahead would hold. We felt the massive and intimidating doors of so many operating rooms swing open and closed behind us, with our tiny little man on the other side. We shuffled along so many icy hospital corridors in agony and anticipation, praying for miracle after miracle, as our friends and families watched, praying with us.

Our son’s well-being became our unspoken mission, fueled by what became our unshakable determination to stay positive. We decided to face the condition head-on, determined to go through each step of the process with grace and fortitude, and were at last able to find that strength deep in the sweet brown eyes of Jorge Luis, who would look up at us after every surgery, reminding us silently to show our resilience. Given the fact that he was just a baby, his health problem was not exactly something he could understand rationally; nonetheless, he would seem to boldly look the world dead in the eye, accept his circumstances and reality, always poised like a little adult—and after eight surgeries and countless doctor visits, exams, checkups, and tests, he never once complained. His innocent little smile became the symbol of our hope, and each day in his company would bring us a new and invaluable lesson in endurance, patience, perseverance, and countless other virtues that we would have to call upon and hold close. We realized that despite the challenges of such a disease, it would always be our duty to give our son the best life that we could—and we dedicated ourselves to the pursuit of his happiness. In this journey, we discovered a love so pure and real, a love that had nothing to do with our egos and everything to do with our family.

Just like that, our sense of “what matters” was turned on its head, an unexpected paradigm shift that ultimately brought us endless transformation. After what seemed like an eternity spent in total despair, something finally clicked, and we realized that our burden could also be a blessing and that our experience could actually matter in the bigger picture of this disease. We looked far past the horizon of our own reality and found a way to change our suffering into initiative. Our role as awareness builders for this illness gave new meaning to our lives, and we began to see our own experience of sorrow as a tremendous opportunity—a chance not only to educate the medical community about this disease but also to help those afflicted with the condition in every possible way we could. And with that realization, our lives would change forever.
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This book is a testament of love, our personal account of the power of family unity when faced with uncertainty and pain. It is meant to inspire families dealing with any type of illness, reminding them that hope dies last and that the possibility of solutions and support will always exist.

Through our own narrative, along with the various insights, ideas, and comments of many of the close friends, doctors, and family members who were very much part of the experience, we have compiled our story, a story of hope, faith, and fierce positivity—one that we sincerely believe expresses the beauty in love. Because as we understand it now, true beauty lives deep in the soul and can be properly appreciated only when you begin to truly love.

There is not a day that goes by that we do not thank the universe for the blessing of our son. He, along with our little daughter, is the absolute love and light of our lives—but he also represents the true meaning of valor, strength, and the power of family when the chips are down. In this way, Jorge Luis is more than just our son—he is also our total inspiration and a delicious little miracle. The Beauty of Love is the story of our family’s greatest victory, and how, through much perseverance, we won it with our hearts.




PART I

Lessons in Luck
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Other things may change us,
but we start and end with the family.

—ANTHONY BRANDT




CHAPTER 1

Raised on Roots

Jorge Posada:
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My wife, Laura, and I have always been your classic glass-half-full, happy-face-on, hopes-up sort of people. We were always grateful for our bountiful lives, which consistently felt complete with the blessings of family love and wonderful closeness, the kind of built-in, homegrown kinship that made for good times and effortless bliss. Our dinner tables were always heaping with warm tropical food and even warmer company, a conscious sense of togetherness that fed us both with security, confidence, tradition, and, of course, love. We were raised to be strong, healthy kids in strong, healthy families with solid genes, built to work, play, perform, and consistently win. That’s the stuff we were made of.

Our families, like many Latino families, were always there. Without fail they would sit smiling proudly in the bleachers at all of our sporting events, at all the holiday events, backstage at our talent shows, and at every little thing in between. They were our people, and we were their loves. They were our role models, and we were their dreams. They taught us the importance of creating goals and the significance of fighting for them with all of our hearts. They gave every ounce of themselves to us, to our well-being, and we learned everything we know directly from them.

Reflecting today on the story of our lives, it’s hard not to think back on how it all used to be when we were just starting to make sense of the world ourselves. As for myself, I was born in 1971, on the seventeenth day of August, which, as I understand, is in the astrological sign of the lion. I was fortunate enough to come into this world in the beautiful barrio of Santurce, on the northeast coast of the island of Puerto Rico, where we had five kilometers of white sand beaches and warm and magical aquamarine waters delivered directly from the Atlantic Ocean. Where I came from, the sun was always shining bright, the markets were always hot and bustling with the smells of fresh herbs and plentiful produce, and the people—coastal to the core—were all smiles all the time. Everyone was accustomed to the familiar, intimate warmth of family, laughter, and the quintessential ideals of pure island living. It was the kind of place with many blessings and few concerns, one that gave liberty to my Cuban father along with hope for a bright future for the entire family. It was also the place that gave us one of the first teams for Puerto Rico’s professional baseball leagues—and, for as long as I can remember, the sport ran through my veins along with my blood.
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My mother, Tamara, was born in Santo Domingo in the Dominican Republic and moved to Puerto Rico in 1961 at the age of eighteen. Three years later she met my father, Jorge, Sr., a total Habanero from Cuba who left the island in 1968 after eight years under the rule of Fidel Castro. He had escaped in a tobacco container ship that took him to Greece, New York, and later Spain, where he would play baseball for six months as he waited for his papers to clear so that he could travel to Puerto Rico. When he finally did arrive, he organized the “League of Novatos” and gradually became a trusted authority on baseball on the island, which he is to this day.

As I understand it, when my parents first met, my mother was working at an apothecary shop my father used to visit as a pharmaceutical vendor. As the story goes, one day he arrived at the store and my mother noticed him while he was telling someone a story of recently having been robbed. For some reason she thought it would be hilarious to hide his briefcase, which she proceeded to do without pause for concern, and my father, of course, went out of his mind searching for his case, unable to believe the horrendous state of his luck, perhaps thinking that he had fallen victim to a curse of bad fortune. My mother finally showed mercy, coyly confessed the prank, and returned his briefcase—which is how their romance began. They have since been married for thirty-nine years and to this day live in the house where my younger sister, Michelle, and I were raised by their hands.

I remember always being a bit protective of my sister. I recall her first day of school and the pride I felt as her older brother, knowing innately that it was my duty to ensure her safety and contentment as much as I could. I would keep a close watch on her, and in turn she was always one of my most zealous fans out there on the ballpark bleachers. No matter what, I knew that my sweet sister’s smiling face in the crowd was something I would consistently see in my peripheral view on almost every field I ever played on. Despite the fact that she was somewhat timid and had a particular earnestness about her, I could always pick up on her genuine enthusiasm for my progress as an athlete, and I carried that feeling of family support with me to all of my games.

Michelle Posada (Jorge’s sister):

Jorge and I were never the kind of siblings who argued or fought; we were always affectionate with each other, and he was endlessly protective of me. One time in the fourth grade I remember that someone stole the last stamp from my favorite series in a collection, and Jorge made it his personal mission to go retrieve that precious stamp for me, by any means necessary, putting himself on the line for me without thinking twice. He always watched over me, and I always felt safe and unconditionally loved in his care.


My parents were from the old school, relentlessly Latino and ever strict about their rules. My dad was your classic textbook workaholic, juggling three jobs but always carrying a serious work ethic from one to the next. He was a worker in the truest sense of the word, a believer in the notion of accountability and the power of discipline. There was always a little bit of tension in the house but always just as much love and encouragement—a healthy balance of rules and closeness that kept everyone both happy and on their toes. The family bond we shared was a given and not something necessarily expressed in hugs and kisses, but nonetheless solid as a rock.

As early as I can remember, my whole family showed a profound commitment to my development as a baseball player, always displaying a show of support that would follow me from ballpark to ballpark, fueling my game with positive energy time and again. It was almost as if each one had a role to play at every game: my father as the rigorous coach, my mother as the provider of treats and encouragement, and my sister as my all-around confidante whom I loved to have around. Our family life in many ways revolved around baseball and all of the rigors that come with it, and today I can sincerely appreciate how much this close-knit entourage of kin became my foundation, giving so much of themselves to my cause as an athlete.

Over the years, my father, as well as my uncle Leo, became known as among the finest Cuban baseball players in their day; my dad played in the minor leagues, and Leo became the everyday right fielder for the Kansas City A’s in the early sixties. As for myself, given my father’s fervor for the game, the baseball bat and glove were essentially introduced to me right along with my milk bottle, making the game not only my passion but also very much my priority.

Tamara Posada (Jorge’s mother):

Jorge was quietly restless, always respectful, and incredibly warm. He was a timid child, and the only thing he did talk or seemingly think about was baseball. It was as if he had a baseball bat and a glove etched on his forehead from birth. He didn’t like to wake up for school during the week, but on Saturdays he would wake up with the roosters, because he knew it was his day to practice playing baseball. In third grade he told his teacher that he didn’t need to learn English, because when he grew up he was going to be a professional baseball player, and he would be able to learn English then. Jorge studied in a military academy from the time he was a little boy, which, of course, gave him a lot of discipline. My husband was also quite strict. The kids were not allowed to loiter in the streets; they were expected to behave with integrity at all times.


Growing up, I was always a little kid, on the short and skinny side, and my poor mother suffered interminably because I really didn’t like to eat. The doctor said I was anemic, and everyone seemed to keep a close eye on my growth and physical development. I was always the smallest in the class, so sports (even baseball) were always a bit harder for me, and there were always a lot of people around me who definitely showed more talent. But I loved the game so much and I wanted it so much that I just kept working and pushing forward.

Michelle Posada (Jorge’s sister):

Since he was a kid, we all knew deep down that Jorge would turn out to be a baseball player, or pelotero, as we say in Puerto Rico. He also always knew it, and would say it to everyone proudly and surely. Baseball was his entire life. I have distinct memories of seeing him in his room wearing a glove, bouncing a baseball against the wall and catching it, in some kind of baseball trance, perhaps daydreaming of the glorious days that would come. He would stay in that rhythm for hours. As his little sister, I grew up moving from baseball field to baseball field, because every time Jorge had a game, which seemed like every other week, we would all attend as a matter of course. It was clear that my father had a plan for Jorge’s athletic career, and it was also evident that our support was a necessary element to ensure that my brother would always feel our love and encouragement and therefore perform at his best. We were always his team, and he was always our star.


When I was twelve, my father was slated to play a softball game in New Jersey and we got to visit Yankee Stadium, where, for the first time, I saw Don Mattingly and Dave Winfield playing live, in the flesh, right there before me. I know something hit me that day in that magnificent park, a magical place so full of talent, hard work, and lore, and I distinctly remember turning to my mother and sister and saying with the assuredness of a full-grown adult, “I’m gonna play baseball here someday.” It was one of those defining moments in my life when I learned something profound about myself that I would carry around forever, and from that moment on, my goal and desire to become a professional baseball player would essentially drive my sense of purpose.


CHAPTER 2

Family Matters

A son is a son till he takes a wife,
a daughter is a daughter all of her life.

—IRISH PROVERB

Laura Posada (Jorge’s wife):
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In Hato Rey, the more commercial district of Puerto Rico where I grew up, our family enjoyed a privileged life in the area famous for a stretch of banks and skyscrapers known as the Golden Mile. Life indeed seemed cast in a golden aura of closeness and love, and I know I can speak for my siblings when I say that we had it all: giving parents, a lovely home, recreation of all varieties, and the kind of positive disposition that makes a kid believe she is capable of pretty much anything.

My mother’s father passed away when she was just three years old, and her mother (my grandmother) married a second time. The youngest of seven siblings, my mother went to college in Scranton, Pennsylvania, an unusual destination for a Latina and even more so in that era. She finished school and returned to Puerto Rico to work for a dairy products company. She met my father, who used to frequent the same lunchtime restaurant, as he worked as a hospital administrator nearby. They recognized each other from their teen years in Hato Rey, and so began a regular lunch routine that would eventually lead to their marriage. Because her father had passed away when she was so young, my father essentially stepped in as the dominant male figure in her life.

Our father, ever the family man, was raised among seven brothers and sisters, and as for our grandfather, he was actually the mayor of the town. My siblings and I grew up with twenty-one first cousins from one side and another twenty-something on the other, so our family gave new meaning to the word “get-together.” A small family gathering meant at least fifty people, piles of robust Latin provisions, saucy music, and endless supplies of hugs and laughter to go around. There was never a sense of dullness or quiet; our family time was laced with a celebratory sense of unity and jubilation at every opportunity. Everywhere I went in Puerto Rico, I was sure to run into at least two cousins. I honestly believe that this understanding of family, and knowing that we were never really alone, created and shaped our strong personalities. It gave us all a sense of belonging, confidence, and values. Our parents raised us to stare at our goals with the eyes of the tiger, a can-do sense of motivation and drive that fueled everything we attempted to do.

Our father was a driven, business-minded guy; and our mother was what they call, in Spanish, pan de Dios, an expression that describes a sweet, gentle soul and literally means “bread of God.” She was the kind of woman whose most ominous threat was “Wait until your father gets home.” And she was right to warn us, as my father was from the old guard of Latin machismo, where raising the voice was par for the course at home and the men reigned supreme as the kings of their castles. Everything was in their domain and purview, a steady undercurrent of built-in respect, a cultural common denominator of the Latin world.

My father reigned over our household with endless amounts of love but with a steady arsenal of rules that shaped and defined the stern atmosphere in our home. Our friends, for example, knew not to call our house past nine at night, and if by chance they happened to call at 9:01 P.M., they would be politely told to call back the next day at a more reasonable hour. And even when they called within the permissible hours, my father would go as far as to correct their grammar, demanding that they speak properly and greet him with respect. By the time I was old enough to go out—if my father approved of the person I was to go out with—my suitor in question would have to park in our driveway, get out of the car, ring the doorbell, come into our house, greet my entire family, and undergo a full cross-examination by my father, who would, of course, remind the gentleman caller of my impending curfew. When we would complain to our mother of our father’s tyranny, she would remind us that we should be grateful that we had a father at all.

We also had a Cuban nanny who had had five miscarriages and never had children of her own, so she and I bonded intensely. I loved her like a mother. She was the one who taught me how to pray and about etiquette when dealing with boys, and she was one of the people in my life who always inspired me with a sense of tenderness.

Despite being a female, I always basked in what I considered to be prime status as the baby of my house, five years my sister’s junior and four years younger than my brother. As a family, we would always play board games and cards, and, as in everything else we ventured to do, excelling even at these seemingly meaningless diversions was considered a high priority. At home, losing equaled failure, so (not unlike Jorge) I always had to work a bit harder as the little one, relying perhaps on some extra sense of drive to be the best and do everything with perfection. Extracurricular activities were permissible only if my grades were good, and my parents were steadfast in their belief that education was fundamental above all else. Our collective sense of healthy competitiveness underscored everything that we did at home, which I believe propelled us all to crave success down the line.

I too was ever the ambitious athlete, competing in everything from volleyball and basketball to softball and even track—and in high school I was the “female athlete of the year” for several years consecutively. I considered myself a fierce competitor; I was determined not only to perform at my maximum but also to always win. Not winning was never an option, and I carried this ferocious zeal to every game that I played. When I was around eleven years old, I wanted to play volleyball with the older girls and decided to show up to their practice. I was the smallest and youngest, and when I tried to play everyone laughed at me. Shot down, totally rejected, and feeling that I had failed for the first time, I went home boiling with shame and instantly said to my brother, “You better teach me how to play volleyball.” For the remainder of that year he and I practiced together every single day, and after much persistence, in high school I was ultimately nominated “Miss Volleyball,” captain of the volleyball team, and MVP almost every year. We considered this triumph as a collective family mission, my brother and I, which is exactly what our family was all about.

And my aspirations did not stop at sports: from the age of fourteen, I also modeled, tap-danced, and performed in television commercials, fancying myself the kind of person who could do it all, a Renaissance kid of the truest kind.
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