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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my son, John Wayne 

Goff, Jr., and his wife Nicole, and to all the other 

great people who have been my friends and 

colleagues. My life is so much richer on 

account of your love and support.  
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A lot of people in the state of Alabama know who Johnny Goff is. People in the insurance industry nationwide know him too. John’s is the story of a man who grew his own insurance company from the ground up over a period of thirty-five years; from the first policy it ever wrote, to a company with billions of dollars in outstanding policies and millions of dollars of annual premium billings. 

Some people know John as a famously successful insurance executive. Others have known him as a man fighting an unwinnable war against the forces of the federal criminal justice system; others have only known him as a prison inmate serving time. John has been all of these things and much more. He is a father, a good friend to people he knows and cares about, and a victim of one of the most corrupt administrations in the history of the state of Alabama. 

John’s access to the most influential people in the state began with his work for Governor George Wallace in the late 1960s. Upon leaving that arena, he used the contacts he had made as a springboard to launch a network of insurance related companies. This in turn allowed him to earn millions more speculating in real estate on the Gulf Coast of the Florida panhandle. His insurance organization went on to serve hundreds of public and private clients, scores of public administrators, and insurance carriers and agents in nearly every state. 

When John founded his agency at the age of twenty-five, it started as a one-man show; no secretaries, no salesmen, and not very much furniture in a small cubby of an office in the Union Bank Building in downtown Montgomery. But John hustled. He constantly networked and moved toward his dream of creating a unique kind of insurance conglomerate. He signed Managing General Agent agreements with some of the largest insurance carriers in the world. His complete suite of insurance products attracted a network of 18,000 agents nationwide. He made the Goff Group, Inc. a one-stop shop, giving his agents a diverse menu of personal insurance lines so they never had to go outside his network for their clients’ insurance needs. Because of the high volume of insurance he wrote, and his influence in the industry, John could call the CEO of any major insurance company in the country and they would take his call. He knew many of them on a first name basis.  

John earned the name Johnny Dollar because of his penchant for turning opportunities into profits. In his years as an insurance executive John became a wealthy man. He lived at White Hawk, a 1,000-acre farm on the outskirts of Montgomery. His weekend beach house was a three-story, 8,000 square-foot home fronting on the Gulf of Mexico in the exclusive Stallworth Preserve on Santa Rosa Beach in the Florida panhandle. He spent his days doing deals with municipal authorities, corporate titans, and business owners. He flew around in his personal jet, and enjoyed dabbling in real estate. 

A lifetime of hard work and stellar achievements went up in smoke when the administration of Alabama Governor Bob Riley took office. That administration started out with campaign contributions from the infamous lobbying duo of Jack Abramoff and Mike Scanlon, and advanced its corrupt agenda by carving up the state among its cronies. One of those cronies, the previous Lieutenant Governor, Steve Windom, wanted to become a big shot in the insurance business. What better way to do that than to move in on one that was already successful and making millions? 

In his effort to fight off the Riley crowd, John was counseled to fight back in a very public way. Tommy Gallion, his long time attorney and friend, encouraged John to go for the jugular. His advice was to sue those people and bring the governor into the fight. Not until later did John learn that another of Gallion’s clients, casino titan Milton McGregor, stood to gain the most from the exposure this lawsuit would receive. John was doing the heavy lifting while none of the dirt rubbed off on McGregor.

What no one expected was that the Riley folks had ammunition too powerful to beat. The Governor’s closest ally was Bill Canary, the biggest republican lobbyist in the state. Canary and others in the governor’s orbit had a lot to lose if Riley went down. At this point they used that ammunition. They weaponized the Justice Department by enlisting Bill Canary’s wife, the U.S. Attorney for the Middle District of Alabama, Leura Canary. On some of the lamest of charges, and in the weakest case imaginable, Leura Canary indicted John and threw the weight of her office against him.  He was into a fight for his life.

Unwisely, John allowed Tommy Gallion to defend him in federal criminal court. Gallion, a neophyte in federal criminal law, had signed up to take on a case he was untrained for; and he had no skills to bring to the fight. Nor did his co-counsel, Jamie Johnston. Both attorneys abandoned John two days before the trial, leaving him with three other attorneys who also had very little experience in federal criminal court cases. They blew the case, which resulted in a conviction for John and a twelve-year sentence to federal prison. The man who built up an insurance empire and became a multi millionaire and civic leader, went from being Johnny Dollar in the public to becoming the Big Juice in a prison uniform.  

The pain of tumbling from the highest position in the community, to being an indicted and very publically prosecuted individual, is difficult to describe. The media made a circus of John’s case. His name was splashed across newspapers all across the south. The man who employed hundreds, insured thousands, and took care of scores of people in his family and the community, was forced to marshal all of his resources to defend himself. The humiliation was crushing. His inability to continue looking after people who had depended on him for decades tore at his soul. There were times when he could barely breathe. Sleep evaded him. Not only was he no longer able to use his skills and influence to help others, now his fortune was being wiped out and his freedom was at stake. The pressure was unbearable, and there was nothing anybody could do to help. John just had to face what was coming, put on the best fight he possibly could, and hope to survive. 

But survival was the least of what John was hoping for. He wanted things to be the way they always had been. He wanted to help others, socialize with friends, and see to the needs of his family. What had happened to John was the furthest thing from his mind for most of his life. This was a time when the course of his life was out of his control. Heartless people who saw John as nothing more than another case, a notch in their belts by taking down the big man, now held his future in their hands. And these people came at him with all the strength and the resources of the federal government and the criminal justice system. They spent millions of dollars to indict and prosecute John Goff in one of the most egregious cases of misuse and abuse of the legal system in the history of the state of Alabama.     
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This book spans the seventy plus year lifetime of John Goff of Montgomery, Alabama. Much of the narrative came directly from John from his own recollections. Some of the action described took place in John’s orbit but, while an event may affect him, he understands the details as they were told to him by others including journalists, politicians, attorneys and newspaper reports. Other research was derived from court documents, corporate memoranda, Internet research and personal eyewitnesses to John’s life.  

In researching the Johnny Dollar story, every effort was made to get the facts straight, to be fair and honest in the reporting. In the telling of this story the characters are portrayed as they are remembered by John, or reported by other means. A number of people mentioned in the book appear in an unflattering light. These people show up this way because they either showed up that way in John’s life, or that was their public image. 

In being excoriated and broken, John went through hell. He has the right to set the record straight and to expose people and incidents as they appeared to him. He was the victim of shady deals and crimes, shady dealers and criminals; he was never the perpetrator.  

Since his release from prison, many people have been asking John for the details of what happened to him and how it happened. It’s a long and complicated story, but it is also a compelling story. It is a story of ‘how to’ and ‘how not to’ for a person to conduct himself when attacked by the criminal justice system. 

John has been through a lot, so not much scares him anymore. He has had years to think about the things that happened and the roles that many people have played in his life during good times and times of difficulty. His conclusions are those of his own, but many of the people who know him and know his story would agree with his description of people and events.

Much has been written in this book about the Birmingham law firm of Haskell Slaughter Young and Gallion. That was John’s main law firm for thirty years. But things changed at that firm in the early 2000s, and the tide turned away from John’s issues and moved toward concerns of its own. For many years the firm did a reasonably good job for John, but certain individuals within the firm let him down. No one was surprised when Haskell Slaughter crashed in 2008. Unfortunately there were some pretty good men and women who were caught up in the carnage. In this book John tells of his experience with certain members of the firm and the roles they played. Controversy abounds as the question remains – whose side was that firm on when John was its client? Read on and learn how Johnny Dollar sees it. 
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John Goff had the good fortune to be born to a man who wanted nothing more in life than to have a son. His father, John Henry Goff, was a successful businessman who dedicated a lifetime to the love and success of his family. He was handsome and outgoing, an excellent athlete, and a scratch golfer who won tournaments throughout the state of Alabama. He was also an excellent salesman, and John learned a lot from him by tagging along as he made sales calls around the state. 

John’s mother was Cara Mae (Thompson) Goff. She was born in Coosa County, Alabama, the twelfth of thirteen children. Cara Mae was said by many to be the most beautiful woman in Montgomery County. She was a true purebred, with stunning good looks, a great sense of humor, and a glowing personality. 

John Senior started his career as a furniture salesman in the Tennille Furniture Company in Montgomery. He eventually bought that company and kept its name. A few years later he allowed Homa Cauthen to buy into the business, and soon thereafter they changed the name to the Homa Goff Furniture Company. In time that firm expanded to have a number of retail furniture and carpet outlets throughout the state of Alabama. The name was well recognized, so Goff kept it even after he bought out his partner and became the company’s sole owner.  

So happy was Mr. Goff when his son, Johnny, was born that he rented the ballroom in the Whitley Hotel in Montgomery to throw a big celebration bash for all his friends. The champagne flowed and cigar smoke rose at the Whitley while his wife and newborn son recovered in the maternity ward of the hospital. 

John Senior’s success afforded the family a comfortable lifestyle with a lovely home in the Old Cloverdale area of Montgomery, and a beautiful beach home in Sunnyside on the Florida Gulf Coast. John and his mother and sister lived at the beach in the summers while John Senior would commute to be with them on weekends. This area was along what is called the Emerald Coast of Northwest Florida. Its sugar sand beach is considered one of the finest in the world. 

In school at Bellingrath Junior High, John played basketball and was the football quarterback. But when he moved up to Sidney Lanier High, a lot of the athletes were bigger and faster than what he was used to, so he did not join those teams. Academically, John’s grades were good enough to get him into Auburn University, but he admits that his real education only began after he left college and lived under the influence of great men like his father, Governor George Wallace, and insurance magnate, John Amos.  

John went to Auburn for about three years. There he studied business administration and was a member of the Sigma Alpha Epsilon Fraternity. During his time at Auburn, John began getting serious about working. He eventually became an important advisor and expediter for Governor George Wallace. This heavy work schedule required that he leave Auburn, but his formal education was not over yet. While working for Wallace, John continued his college studies by taking correspondence courses at the University of Alabama.

John’s father always hoped to leave the furniture business to John, but that was not the direction John wanted for himself. As an ambitious young man, John possessed a burning desire to succeed. As an idealist, John decided to get involved in politics, not as a candidate himself, but as a supporter of candidates he liked. He began his early working career in 1970 in the administration of Alabama Governor George Wallace. Unusually high energy, and his willingness to work hard, got him noticed when he was in his early twenties. By the time he had worked his way up to a position of trust in the Wallace administration, John had access to the Governor any time of the day or night. 

John has a great relationship with his sister, Mary Louise. She was eight years older than John, and she too was a live wire like her mother with an outgoing personality and great sense of humor. Mary Louise was on the high school cheering squad at Sidney Lanier High School where John eventually went to school. She was a classmate and close friend of Toni Tennille, the famous singer in the pop group The Captain and Tennille. This is the same Tennille family that owned the furniture store that was the foundation of the Goff furniture network of stores. 

Mary Louise lives with her husband, Frank Ussery, in South Carolina. Frank was an attorney who at one time was the Alabama Insurance Commissioner and State Securities Commissioner. They lived in Montgomery most of their lives, but later moved to South Carolina to be closer to her daughter and grandchildren. They have been married for more than sixty years and still remain close to John.

John grew up on the same street as Bette Jean Penton and knew her since they were children. While they were still in college they began dating, and married shortly after graduation. The couple remained married for ten years and their son, John Wayne Goff, Jr. (called “Wayne”) was born in 1981. Wayne attended Trinity Presbyterian High School, and then went on to attend Auburn University and was a Sigma Alpha Epsilon brother like his father. Wayne’s wife, Nicole, also attended Auburn. Their son’s name is Patrick. Upon graduation from college, Wayne started his own insurance education at his father’s company and learned the ropes from the best mentor one could ever ask for.

For the years between 1990 and 2005 John was married to Anne (Reynolds) of Troy, Alabama. Anne was an elegant homemaker who did volunteer work at a child health center and was active in the First Methodist Church in Montgomery. Unfortunately the marriage did not survive the tumult of John’s issues and ended in divorce after fifteen years.  
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One of the most popular political leaders to ever lead the people of the state of Alabama was Governor George Wallace. In the early 1960s Wallace postured that he was a strict segregationist, and conducted himself accordingly. An event that colored Wallace’s public persona for his entire life took place on the steps of the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. In that famous incident, Wallace tried to halt the integration of the University, arguing for state’s rights above the dictate of the federal government. On June 11, 1963, Wallace famously stood in the doorway of Foster Auditorium on the school’s campus to block two black students, Vivian Malone and James Hood, from entering. 

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was not yet law, so matters such as these were usually handled at the state level as opposed to federal intervention. This was the way things were in the Deep South at that time. In Wallace’s mind, and he was probably correct, it was the wish of the people who elected him governor to keep the University segregated. 

Another part of the problem was that George Wallace absolutely could not stand Bobby Kennedy, the then U.S. Attorney General. Wallace believed Kennedy was trying to push racial integration down the throats of the states, whether they wanted it or not. Wallace took this as an affront to his own power and authority, and resisted. 

Later in life, Wallace admitted that the stance at the University of Alabama was a mistake and that he regretted the move. He also conferred degrees on Vivian Malone and James Hood.  

Many decades later Wallace remains the poster boy for that old line Alabama mindset that there should be no forced integration of African Americans. He stood for what he knew to be the preferences of his constituents. In other words, Alabamans, in large measure, did not want integration forced upon them. As a testament to that sentiment, they voted him into office until he term-limited out, two terms. Then they voted in his wife, Lurleen Wallace, so she could continue her husband’s programs. Then, when George Wallace became eligible for the governorship after his wife’s term, he ran again and won in a landslide. There can be no denying, George Wallace spoke for the people of Alabama. 

But in later times, as the message of civil rights began to sink in, Wallace adjusted his stance to declare that, even though he was a Democrat himself, he wanted to resist the strict left wing of the party that was considered to be a bunch of “pinkos.” In those times there was a raging cold war with Russia, and anti-communist sentiments ran high in America. Wallace did not want to be seen aligning himself with those movements. 

In 1968 Wallace was the third-party candidate of the American Independent Party against republican candidate Richard Nixon and democratic candidate Hubert Humphrey. As Wallace’s popularity soared, his opponents began to worry. Third-party candidates were something to be taken seriously, and it had been decades since any such candidate presented the kind of threat that Wallace did. It was the height of the unpopular war in Vietnam, and Wallace had as his running mate General Curtis LeMay, the retired Air Force Chief of Staff. LeMay’s designing of the Air Force strike strategies in World War II earned him the nickname Bombs Away LeMay. 

The polarization surrounding this election was epic. Wallace’s platform was largely based upon a law and order and State’s Rights regarding segregation policy, an approach in the state of Alabama that was popular. LeMay’s hawkish stance had people thinking he would drop ‘the bomb’ on Hanoi if given the chance. In the Deep South of the late 1960s, those two men had strong backing. But at the national level these platforms - especially after LeMay said he would bomb Viet Nam back to the Stone Age, were what the famous protests and street riots were all about.  

John’s long-time young friend, Mickey Griffin, was a political animal, deeply committed to the Democratic Party and particularly Governor Wallace. Griffin was at the time a full-time employee of the Wallace campaign. Through tireless efforts on behalf of the Governor, Griffin caught the attention of Robert Strauss, the then head of the Democratic National Committee. Strauss believed that the strength of Wallace among democrats would be an excellent adjunct to the agenda of the DNC nationally. He appointed Griffin to the Executive Committee of the DNC, thus helping to cement the ties between the national effort and Wallace supporters. Mickey Griffin was also a long-time friend of John Goff’s and was instrumental in convincing him to come to work for the governor. 

Starting out, John was a very young and wet-behind-the-ears. He was in his early twenties; bright eyed and living with the same mindset of his contemporaries. He did not see a flaw in the Wallace platform, because John was one of those Alabama boys who was brought up with adults, and contemporary teens, and twenty somethings, who were fine with segregation, and had not yet been exposed to lessons of equality and human rights for everybody. Later in life, as John matured and made many friends among the African American community, his attitudes changed. But in his days with George Wallace, he was just doing what everybody else was doing. On top of that, the rarified air surrounding a powerful figure like George Wallace drew John in, knowing that he was doing what was best for the state, the country, the governor, and himself.  

John started out with the title Administrative Assistant, occupying a low rung on the ladder of influence. As the following years wore on, John worked hard and eventually became one of Governor Wallace’s key administrative aides and a close confidant. He did however hold his own belief that Curtis LeMay had never been the right man to be at Wallace’s side in the 1968 election.

During the campaign of 1972 Wallace announced that he no longer supported segregation and had always been a “moderate” on racial matters. John became a senior advance man in the governor’s bid for the presidency of the United States in 1972. As such he worked alongside Mickey Griffin, and learned much from him during those years. The two men have remained close friends for more than four decades after that campaign. 

John’s responsibilities included going in to the various states ahead of the Governor’s entourage to organize the area for primaries and Wallace’s appearances. To get started he would enter the state and call a press conference. He would set up offices, staff them with supporters, train them in their jobs as campaign workers, and move on to the next state. 

The story of the attempted assassination of George Wallace on May 15, 1972 in Laurel, Maryland, is well known. Arthur Bremmer, a crazed Wallace hater, placed himself in the front row of the assembled crowd. As Wallace spoke, Bremmer stood and pumped five shots into the governor’s body. Wallace was rushed to the hospital where surgery was performed. The Governor survived the attack, but one of the bullets had hit his spine and he was paralyzed for life from the waist down. 

At the time of the incident John was doing advance work in Portland, Oregon. He received word of the attack and was instructed by Wallace’s campaign manager, Charles Snider, to hold a press conference to announce that as soon as Wallace recovered, he would be continuing his nationwide campaign. John held this press conference on TV from a podium at the Sheraton Hotel. Shortly after that broadcast, an unidentified man called the Sheraton, and the call was routed to John. The caller threatened that, if John kept up his efforts in the state, he was going to be next, meaning that this caller was going to give John the same treatment Wallace had received in Maryland. Startled, John called Charles Snider to tell him of the threat. Snider told him to clear out of there immediately. Within minutes John was on his way to Albuquerque, New Mexico, the next city on the campaign trail. 

There is a humorous aside to this story about when John checked into his hotel in Albuquerque. John’s MasterCard had printed on its face “Wallace Campaign.” But the hotel clerk was clueless, and welcomed him as Mr. Campaign. John’s reaction: we have a lot of work to do down here.

John followed Wallace to the 1972 Democratic convention in Miami Beach. There Wallace spoke from a wheel chair with John standing in the wings. It was a high time for John, but it did not result in Wallace winning the party nomination, and that ended Wallace’s aspirations as a candidate for the presidency. 

Little about it is known, but George Wallace also had considered a bid to become the U.S. Senator for Alabama. He opened a campaign fund and put John to work as a top aide. But within a very few weeks it was determined that the campaign could not grow legs and the effort was abandoned.  

As Governor of Alabama, Wallace had a progressive platform. He was the first governor in the U.S. to solicit northern companies to locate their plants and branches in his state. He advanced one of the most progressive approaches of any of the governors in the country to promote the cause of higher education with the construction of new colleges and universities. It was  Wallace who promoted and expanded the campus at UAB, the incredible University of Alabama at Birmingham, a major university with more than 22,000 students. Today UAB has one of the largest university medical centers in the country, and is Alabama’s biggest employer. 

Another major economic engine for the state for which George Wallace played an important role is the International Speedway at Talladega. In 1969 the governor paved the way for Bill France, the founder of NASCAR, to build a world-class racetrack that can accommodate 175,000 viewers. Prior to the construction of the track, Talladega was a small rural town with no industry. Since the introduction of NASCAR, the area has become the home of many new businesses and an influx of new residents. In addition to the Speedway, Talladega boasts the International Motorsports Hall of Fame, the Talladega Marksmanship Park, vineyards, caverns, and beautiful natural areas that attract visitors from everywhere. From being a hamlet that traffic on I-20 would speed by without noticing, Talladega became a thriving town with millions of visitors every year. 

Seeing John’s tireless effort, Governor Wallace made him his senior administrative assistant. As governor, Wallace could not possibly attend every meeting, visit every supporter, or personally attend to the concerns of every department head in the state. He gave these jobs to John. And when John showed up at the office of the director of transportation, or parks and recreation, or state police, or any other department within the state, he came with the full force and authority of the governor. This was some pretty heady stuff for a young man in his early twenties. 

Governor Wallace also used John as his liaison to his key supporters within the state who worked in the background. Some very influential people believed in Wallace and wanted to back him in any way possible. But Wallace thought it wise to keep some of these people away from his office. Whatever the governor needed, or whatever his supporters needed, could be communicated through John. There was no need to show up in the governor’s office and take up his time, and create photo opportunities for inquisitive media types. 

History looks back on the political career of George Wallace as a strict segregationist, a kind of redneck, anti-black governor and candidate. But as John got to know him better, he saw him differently. For one thing, by the time John had become an influence in the governor’s close circle, Wallace had softened his stance against integration. John, who knew Wallace as well as any other man who worked with him, says that was not the whole picture. Wallace was a forward thinker who worked tirelessly for the people of Alabama who elected him. 

Throughout the four years he worked with the governor, John rubbed elbows with the most influential businessmen, politicians, insurance companies, law firms, and just about any other kind of influencer imaginable. He became friends with many of them and used this as a springboard to much bigger things as his career in business moved forward. John knew corporate titans, church groups, municipal chiefs, city and county administrators, politicians, university chancellors, and the leaders of every kind of business there was in the state of Alabama.

The Governor and the Coach

The gatekeeper to Governor Wallace’s office was his secretary, Jean Robinson. Nobody got into the governor’s office without first passing through her. John likes to tell the story of one particular person who had access to the governor any time of the day or night. Named the best college football coach in history by the Bleacher Report, Sports Illustrated and most other sports reporting services, was the famous Paul “Bear” Bryant of the University of Alabama. When up against such names as Knute Rockne, Bobby Bowden, Joe Paterno, Woody Hayes and Nick Saban, to be named the GOAT (Greatest of All Time) is an expression of excellence unmatched in the annals of college sports. If there were anyone in the state more popular than the governor, it would have been Coach Bear Bryant. 

Many times John witnessed Mrs. Robinson announcing to the governor, “Coach is here to see you.” The coach would not have to have an appointment, or give any advanced notice. And he would not be asked to wait. He only needed to show up. And it would not matter who was sitting in with the governor at the time; it could be a group of state senators, the Lieutenant Governor, or Attorney General of the state, or a visiting dignitary. Wallace would chase those people out of his office and receive the coach on the spot.  

And when these two men met it became a meeting of the two most popular and powerful men in the state, each a legend in his own right.
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John would say that the defining character who guided him to success in his life was John Amos, the founder and president of the mega insurance company AFLAC out of Columbus, Georgia. Amos was a strong supporter of Governor Wallace and frequently met with John during the governor’s terms in office. John Goff was intrigued by the success of this great insurance icon and enjoyed the time they were able to share together. And Amos liked John too. He saw that he was a go-getter, and throughout their years as friends, Amos tried to treat John more like a son than a business associate. He offered John the benefit of all his years of experience in the insurance business to set him on a path to success in life. He was the primary force to encourage John to strike out on his own and start his own insurance company. 

As Governor Wallace’s terms in public office began to wind down, it was time for John to decide what to do with the rest of his life. Being a guru to John became Amos’ mission. He urged John to consider merging the impressive Rolodex of influential characters John had met while working for the governor with the AFLAC suite of insurance products, and other profitable opportunities in the world of insurance. John had studied insurance and saw it as one of the most opportunity-rich industries in the country. It was a business that made perfect sense to John. With its recurring annual premiums and lucrative commissions, its profit potential was undeniable. It was complex enough to challenge the best business minds, which created barriers to entry difficult to overcome for the average individual. But men and women who could master the complexities of the various kinds of insurance products would have unimaginable earnings potential. 

In the beginning of John’s career in the insurance business he incorporated the Goff Agency, Inc. and opened a modest office in the Union Bank Building on Commerce Street in Montgomery. So modest it was that he brought tables, chairs, and lamps from home to furnish the office. With no cash flow to get started, John had to work alone. He could not afford the expense of an assistant, secretary, or in-house agents. This fledgling agency wrote life, health, and disability policies. With his connection to John Amos, he had access to the AFLAC insurance programs as well. 
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