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Introduction


Pipzedene occupies twelve acres of lush, rolling Sussex countryside off Freezeland Lane in Bexhill. I bought the land in 1971 with savings I’d scraped together through working as a chambermaid for ten years, and with help from my partner at the time, Les, although the majority of it was paid by me.


I’d always dreamt of owning land. I’ve never cared about houses or possessions, and ever since I was a little girl all I had wanted to do was look after animals, and someday provide them with a safe home to live out their lives in peace and harmony.


On a spring day in 1971, I stepped out of the car and took in the sight of the swathes of vivid green fresh grass, and trees bursting into life after their winter slumber. I knew I’d arrived somewhere special. I breathed in the scent of flowers and woodland, of mud and pasture, and I knew in my bones that this land was meant to be mine. I bought it that day, and within a couple of weeks I had moved myself, Les, a devilishly handsome man with golden hair and a charming smile, and my aging father, who was in his late sixties, onto the site in two dilapidated caravans. My two dogs, a spaniel called Pip and an Alsatian called Zede, bounded out of the back of the car and tore into the paddock, carousing and leaping with joyful abandon. The sight of their glee at seeing all the space to play in and the smells to swoon over made my heart sing. At that moment I knew I was home.


The original plan was to settle there and to take in a few stray animals. As a child my father had rescued many a beleaguered stray or pet shop animal by bringing them home to be cared for, and it was something my father and I shared together. I would often race home from school and wait by the front gate to see if Dad was coming back with a new pet, usually a bedraggled-looking cat or dog, once it was a monkey and once even a bush baby. He spent most of the little money he earned as a chef in a small hotel in Eastbourne on giving these creatures the life they deserved.


My father had a gentle presence and a sweet nature, and a glint in his eyes. He’d peer over his spectacles while checking over each new find, before reassuring himself that all the animal needed was a bit of love and tenderness. He gave that in spades, and I’m sure that his love for those animals was the catalyst for my life-long passion for furry, feathery or scaly friends.


Looking after these charges was the way my dad and I spent time together, and I adored our shared evenings, trying to coax a kitten into eating some leftover meat, or bread soaked in milk. In those days, we had little enough to share round, and I marvelled at my dad’s courage in risking the wrath of my mother in bringing home yet another hungry mouth, albeit a furry one, to feed. My mum would stand at the doorway, her bulky frame simmering with resentment, her hands on her hips, shaking her head slightly. He would come in, a dog trotting after him, or a cat in his arms, and he’d smile as if she was thrilled to see him. That used to make me chuckle, and anyone who dared defy my rather overbearing mother was a hero to me.


Dad waited until he and Mum had separated before he dared bring home the monkey, though. By then he was living with me, a girl in her twenties, in a ground-floor flat. Seeing that daft creature I was wary at first, but I couldn’t help bursting out laughing.


‘Dad, what have you done this time?’ I shrieked, as the monkey jumped onto my shoulder and began scratching softly at my ear.


‘‘He looked miserable in that shop…I just had to buy him’,’ Dad replied, shrugging his shoulders and making me laugh again at the incongruous nature of our life. Before I’d even put the kettle on to make tea for him, he’d walked out to the shed and started gathering materials to build the monkey its own cage, taking up half the tiny living room in the process. I didn’t mind. I was as besotted as Dad was.


Taking in animals was as natural to me as breathing country air, and it wasn’t long after I’d bought the land, which I named Pipzedene after my three animals – Pip, Zede and my bush baby Deana – that people started bringing strays to me. I started by providing refuge for a few dogs and a couple of cats that roamed free across the land, then came the horses, then chickens, then a sheep or two. Once the larger animals arrived, I set about putting up fencing around the boundary of my land. I wanted the animals to live freely, but didn’t want them running across or up the lane and causing havoc to my neighbours.


I had to sell my car and stop my life insurance to pay for the wood, but I didn’t care. Who would I leave my land to anyway? I had never wanted children, and none ever came. My animals have always been my babies. I have fed, nursed, cuddled and shared my home with hundreds, perhaps thousands of animals that have needed my care over the past thirty-seven years.


The trickle of strays and abandoned mutts and cats soon became a deluge. I needed to build more enclosures: pens for the cats, kennels with runs for the dogs and spaces for the rabbits, chickens, cockerels, geese, ferrets, sheep, cows, goats, horses and pigs, which I did brick-by-brick so that they could live out their lives here. Les and I built a bungalow for us, but unbeknownst to me, he didn’t apply for planning permission and council planners forced us to knock it all down only months later. We lived in a leaky old caravan, then when our relationship ended and Les moved out, I stayed there alone for almost twenty years before saving enough money to build another home, a small, squat single-storey building that sits in the heart of the land.


In 2002, when we became a registered charity, Pipzedene became the official site of the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary, and it is here, in this special place, that I have dealt with the daily arrival of unwanted, abandoned, hungry and neglected animals that find their way to me. For many, we are their last hope. All of my animals have a sad story to tell. Some have suffered at the hands of their previous owners. Others have been neglected and left to fend for themselves, almost starving in the process. Many have suffered at the hands of sheer indifference. Some healthy young animals have missed death by a whisker, having been taken to a vet or animal centre to be put down because the owner no longer wanted them. It is astonishing and heart-rending and every day I shake my head at the cruelty and selfishness of fellow humans. Yet every day, my volunteers here at the sanctuary show me otherwise, that they can dedicate their lives to giving comfort and hope to animals who may have been destroyed or dumped if we weren’t here.


All the animals that come to the sanctuary are fed, given a warm bed and medical treatment, if required. Those who are too old and inform to be rehomed will remain at the sanctuary to live out their lives, while the enormous task of finding homes for the others is an ever-present worry. I always joke I am a match-maker between animals and people, but it is a job I take extremely seriously. No animal can leave without me knowing for sure they are going to a loving, permanent home. I am fierce like that. My staff tell me I have a black belt in ‘gob’ and they’re right. When it comes to creatures, I am fearless in my efforts to protect them.


For the first few years my dad and I did everything, until he passed away. Even though I’m in my element hefting great bales of straw or digging out a hole to stake out a fence, I knew I needed help. Little by little over the weeks, months and years my reputation grew through word-of-mouth. People started coming and asking if they could volunteer, and over time I had my ‘Motley Crew’, the band of animal-lovers, who like me, who only wanted to help their fellow creatures. Their numbers grew as the number of animals grew and every morning we have to feed, water, clean out soiled bedding and oversee rehomings and arrivals of abandoned creatures. Our vets bills almost crippled us, but then supporters started bequeathing us money and we set up a website that enabled people to donate to us or sponsor an animal. We grew and grew, and now we have 400 animals on the site with six or so coming in each day that need our help.


What people don’t realise is that each sad case, each neglected, unwanted, unloved little soul that comes to us, helps us in turn. I’ve seen volunteers with serious mental health problems blossom as they care for a damaged dog. I’ve seen people struggling with addictions come here and find they are useful and needed. Some people have been treated just as cruelly as the animals in their charge, and it forms a kind of healing symbiosis, a mutual compassion between human and beast, which transforms both their lives for the better.


We can’t save every animal. Some arrive here with terrible undiagnosed diseases or with so much damage that they need to be given a merciful end to their lives. This is always the hardest part of what we do. We try to love each animal back to health, and we try very hard to give every animal a chance of life, but sometimes it is the kindest way. I’ve seen big, burly biker men break down in tears because the kitten they are caring for is so diseased it must be put down.


All human and animal life goes on here. I wonder each day at the unfathomable bond between people and animals, a connection that goes beyond words. When a broken, beaten or starved animal comes to us and slowly gets better, it is thing of beauty, a small miracle that we perform each and every day here at the sanctuary.


I have chosen to write about some of the dogs that have come to us because I want readers to come behind the scenes into this wonder. I want to show the challenges we face here, and also the joy and happiness that come from saving defenceless animals. It is an honour to have spent my life caring for them, and being cared for in return.


Our motto here is encapsulated in this small prayer:


‘The FREEDOM we wish for all animals:


FREEDOM from hunger


FREEDOM from thirst


FREEDOM from neglect


FREEDOM from fear


It is my life’s work to make this happen.


Barby




Chapter 1: Terrified


The man towered over me with his fist raised, his shadow falling across my body as I lay in the small patch of earth I called home. I could hardly move at all as a chain was fastened too tightly around my neck, and wrapped around a post that stood solid and unmoving in a ditch a way back from his truck. It was a freezing cold winter’s evening, and I was shivering as the night chill leeched into my body.


Tentatively, I wagged my tail. Did he want to take me off my metal leash? Was I going to be fed? Would he pat me or stroke me, and tell me everything would be okay? They were always my hopes, but by now I should’ve learned that my hopes were always dashed, ground into dust before me.


I couldn’t help it. I wagged my tail again, looking up at the man who terrified me, beseeching him, desperate for him to treat me kindly. After all, what had I done to deserve this confinement, a restriction so harsh for a greyhound like me who loves to run? I hadn’t bitten anyone. I hadn’t soiled my bed, though now it was hard not to as I couldn’t move away from where I was forced to sit or lie. As a consequence I was smelly and covered in flies through the summer, cold and dirty through the drizzly autumn and harsh winter.


I panted with the strain of standing up. Recognising his fury, I cowered beneath his dark gaze, feeling my long legs shaking with fear. I put my nose to the ground, my ears back. I was afraid for my life. He had beaten me mercilessly before, and since then I had known he was dangerous, that he was capable of almost anything.


This man was my owner, that much I knew. He was tall with a large, muscular body, thick stubble around his chin and large patterned tattoos adorning his skin. I whined a little, understanding that this wasn’t a friendly visit, but then again, when had there been one since I’d been his dog? He had never bent down to say kind words to me. He had never fed me properly, throwing me scraps from his supper when he could be bothered. He had never let me run free, throwing sticks for me, or even walked me on the lead. But each time he came, I hoped and prayed that this time he would be kind, this time he would set me free, this time he would find some love for me in his hard heart. His face showed me otherwise.


I didn’t know how long I’d been kept chained up in my outdoor prison, hungry and cold and desperate for some kindness and attention. It hadn’t always been this way. I remember fleeting glimpses of excitement and freedom. Every time I smelled a hare or a fox’s scent trails, it would ignite a spark and in my mind’s eye I would see the back of a hairy rabbit’s body as it ran from me, feeling each muscle on my body strain and push to run towards it, my adrenalin pumping, my senses keen, sharper than an eagle’s as I raced towards it.


I remember flashes of cheering crowds as the backdrop to my speed and agility. I remember the sight of the rabbit which produced such an intense focus, the surge of desire within me, creating the overwhelming urge to chase it, capture it, eat it. I was a hunter dog once, a fast, agile racer. I was unbeatable when it came to chasing smaller creatures and I was given love and strokes, food and kindness as a result. The people who cared for me back then were good to me, and I knew no different – until now. I am a loyal animal, I loved those who loved me with a sweetness and gentle happiness that is inherent in me. It makes my current owner’s behaviour all the more baffling – and frightening.


‘Stand up, you mangy beast,’ he commanded, bringing me back to the reality of lying in a freezing ditch bound by a post and chains, a slave in all but name.


I hadn’t eaten for days and was surviving on rainwater licked from the puddles next to me. I felt cold, weak and helpless. As I stood, straining against my incarceration, I moaned softly because I felt dizzy. That seemed to incense him.


‘You bastard, you want bloody feeding, do you? Well, you haven’t earned it yet, have you, eh? You don’t deserve any of this nice supper….’ He signalled to one of the others nearby.


My nostrils went into overdrive. The smell of cooked chicken was suddenly overpowering as some of the food the men had been cooking over a campfire was tossed over to him and landed almost at my feet.


‘Don’t touch it!’ he growled, walking the few paces over to me, kicking the food away with his boot. I hadn’t dared touch it, even though I was faint with hunger. I knew the retaliation would outweigh sating myself with food.


Saliva formed around my mouth, strings of drool sliding downwards, hanging from my tongue. The smell was all-encompassing, and it spoke to every cell and fibre of my being. I needed food. I was being starved and taunted, yet I knew I’d still do anything to make him love me enough to feed me.


It was almost unbearable. My empty tummy rumbled, my taste buds reeled from the smell of that cooked meat. I whined again.


It was the wrong thing to do. My owner seemed to double in size as he swayed slightly, standing over me, aware of his dominance and his power. I registered alarm, and lay myself flat against the cold floor again, hoping my show of deference would appease him. It only seemed to make him worse.


Suddenly, the man barked out a laugh entirely without mirth. He seemed to be finding the sight of me drooling and desperate, funny. I couldn’t understand why he would treat me this way. I wasn’t racing anymore so perhaps it was that? I just knew that since he’d become my owner, my life had not been worth living. Chained up twenty-four hours a day with sores on my neck from straining against the leash, and hungry to the point of fainting.


It was no way to live, and yet I couldn’t escape.


Suddenly there was a rustle from the undergrowth and I smelled the scent of a nearby fox. Even though my brain became alert to the prey, my body didn’t follow this time. My heart didn’t race with excitement and expectation. My concentration didn’t follow, the tremble of sheer will and focus wasn’t there. The urge to run that ran through my blood and bones had vanished. I was too sick and heartbroken to respond.


The man put his hands through his slick brown hair, and in doing so he seemed to lose his focus. He swayed again, and his eyes, which had been full of bitterness and rage, became unfocused for a moment. He recovered himself, stumbling on the mud beneath his feet, and a flicker of hope sprung up in my chest. Perhaps tonight I would escape a beating. Perhaps I could sleep without the pounding pain of the fresh wounds he inflicted upon me so regularly.


Each evening around this time, after the sun had set and the cold settled into my bones, the cries and laughter from the men who always hung around him, would increase. Cans of drink would be passed around outside, no matter how icy it was, and they would talk and shout loudly, telling jokes, shoving each other playfully, and then, later, aggressively. I’d see the orange tips of their lit cigarettes dance in the gloom. As the evening wore on they’d become louder and louder, and I’d feel more and more scared because I knew that before long I’d become the butt of some joke, and the target of their frustrations.


My owner leaned down, planting his face in front of mine, his breath sour with alcohol and cigarettes, and said: ‘You won’t be gettin’ the back of my hand this time, bloody dog, but you watch out, do you hear me?’


I backed away as far as I could, nearer the wooden post that kept me pinned to this position, whimpering now. Then suddenly he was gone. He pulled a pouch of tobacco from his pocket, rolled a ramshackle cigarette, and fiddled about in his pockets for matches.


‘Oi, you got a light there?’ he shouted back to the crowd, his voice slurring as it did by this time most evenings.


‘Nah, come over ‘ere and get your light off the fire,’ one of the men barked back. ‘Leave that bloody dog alone. I don’t know why you bother keeping it. It’s no good to you now it can’t race…’


‘Ahh, you’re right, it’s no bloody good to man nor beast,’ my owner snorted back, the derision clear in his tone, before staggering away, leaving me lying there, blinking and silent, afraid to make a noise in case he returned.


My owner didn’t just kick me with his heavy boots as he was passing. He didn’t just throw a punch at my nose, making me yowl in pain. He didn’t just hit me with whatever he was carrying in his hands – a newspaper rolled up, a piece of metal bar, a wooden post – leaving me scarred and bleeding. He did something that, for me, was far worse.


Laughing and jeering, him and his crowd of friends, would stagger over with a bowl filled to the brim with food, and leave it just out of reach. They’d sit down and casually smoke cigarettes as I strained and heaved my sore body to try and reach that plate. The tantalising smell would send me half crazy. Every time I got too close they’d nudge it out of the way, chatting and sniggering, until I gave up and slunk back to a sitting or lying position, staring at them with blank eyes, unable to comprehend why they tormented me like this. I would be left to starve for days and then, just as I would think they’d left me to die, someone would chuck me a bone or the remains of their meat dinner and I’d wolf it down. Then it would start all over again.


The days were better. There were women and children milling around. Some of the children were cruel, and would copy their fathers by throwing rubbish or sticks at me, but a couple of the children were kind and would tell the others to ‘leave off him’, though they never did.


Each morning and evening, I’d ask myself the same question: who here will love me? The answer was always the same: nobody.




Chapter 2: Dumped


The days passed slowly. There had been little for me to do, little to see or enjoy, until now. Almost overnight, there was suddenly more movement around. People started coming and going, and in the midst of the renewed activity, I realised with a shock that my owner seemed to have forgotten me completely. He rarely came round to the back to see me, even to shout or rail at me anymore, and he seemed to have forgotten to feed me entirely.


I tried to sit up but my body failed me. By now I was so starved that I could barely move. I felt woozy from hunger but no food came. I smelt breakfast being cooked, the tobacco scent curling over the people as they came and went, and my mouth started to water even though I knew that no one would think of me, except to hurt me.


The dull pangs of hunger had sharpened into a pain that wouldn’t subside. My body felt hollow, and I felt as light as air, as if I’d fly away if the chain wasn’t weighing me down to the earth. My head would spin every time I moved, and even licking at the puddles that formed around my feet became a difficult chore. I knew it was the beginning of the end. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had touched me or my body with love. I couldn’t recall when someone was last kind to me, stroking my head, patting my body lightly, taking me for a walk, animal and human in gentle connection. All these things had gone forever, and I lay there waiting for my last breath to leave me.


Then one morning, just as I opened my eyes, the feeble winter sunshine seeming to blind me, my owner appeared. I barely registered him. I lay there, waiting to see what this encounter would bring me, my hopes and dreams of kindness completely vanquished now.


‘You’re not dead yet, then?’ he barked, prodding me with his right boot. I whimpered. It was the only sound I could make now, and I didn’t bother lifting my head. I didn’t have the strength anyway.


He looked me over, scanning my body, his eyebrows raised. He seemed to pause, assessing me. I didn’t care. My eyes started shutting. I didn’t feel cold any more. There was just a quiet humming inside my head, which I was still able to shake every now and then, to try and stop the noise but without much success.


‘Oi, wake up, wake up, we’re on the move…’


Again, I barely acknowledged his presence.


My owner hesitated again. He was drawing hard on a hand-rolled cigarette, and he just stood there watching me. His face was in shadow. I couldn’t see his expression, but by now I didn’t care anyway.


I smelled the thick fug of tobacco being blown towards me. He was standing inches from my head, his boots almost touching my ear. He could have dispatched me with one swift kick, or by stamping on my head. Part of me willed him to do it. I had no illusions that I would survive now. All my loyalty had been squashed and taken from me. I expected him to kill me now.


His lips curled in disdain. He seemed to hate my weakness, though it was him who had brought me this low. He drew on the cigarette again, then quick as lightning he plunged it into my leg, stubbing it out on my body. A bolt of searing pain surged through me. I whimpered because I didn’t have the energy to cry out any more. My owner laughed to himself, a deep growl of amusement at my reaction.


For a moment, the world went black and red as the agony ran its jagged path through my body. I tried to lick it but I couldn’t raise my head and just watched as he turned tail and walked back to the others, whistling as he went.


Trucks and vans were being packed and it was becoming clear that people were on the move. Some cars started to drive, and I realised with a shock that I really would be left here. I didn’t know which prospect was worse: to be taken with my owner, or to be left to die, alone and forgotten.


There was a loud shout from behind my owner’s van. He headed in the direction of the voice, leaving me tied to the post, and I watched as he and two other men carried and lifted various things into his large van, laughing and joking as they did so. Doors slammed, people disappeared into their own vehicles, then just as I was sure he would drive off without me, I heard the sound of his footsteps coming in my direction.


Horror struck. This would be it, the final moment. Would it hurt? Would I cry out? I started to tremble. The smell of his tobacco came closer and closer. Then I heard the strangest thing: the sound of metal sliding against wood. I peeped out of my closed eyes and saw my chain being unwound. Puzzled, I managed to lift up my head, unsure what was happening. Another man came close, and then I felt myself being scooped into his arms. I moaned. The cigarette burn still inflamed my leg, and every muscle and bone in my body seemed to be crying out in torment.


I didn’t care what they were going to do with me. I knew from past experience that it wouldn’t be good, couldn’t be good.


Someone swore loudly. My ears were flat against my head in fear. I was jolted into my owner’s arms and he slung me over his hip roughly like a sack of grain. I heard a car door open. My owner stepped inside the front passenger seat, my head knocking against the side of the car as we went. Again, I didn’t care. All I wanted was a gentle word or a morsel of food or water – nothing else mattered.


The other man jumped into the front seat and started the ignition, the car reversing backwards. I swayed on my owner’s lap. He was holding me like I was trapped, rather than being comforted or held. The men started talking in low voices. My head started to play tricks on me – I swooned with exhaustion and starvation, going in and out of consciousness as the car made its way down muddy tracks and across main roads. I had no idea how long they drove for or where we went. I was half dead, fainting and shaking, muddled one minute then thankfully blank the next.


All of a sudden the van stopped. We’d arrived – but where? The wind howled, and the rain lashed down on me as soon as the car door was opened. I shivered. Where were we? What was happening? I whimpered, and that seemed to startle the men into action. All of a sudden I was yanked out as my owner half walked, half ran to a metal gate with me in his arms. The sky was darkening, I could barely see anything but the gate and black trees surrounding it. None of this made sense, but before I could even think about what was next, I was hurled through the gate, thrown away like a rag doll, before crashing to the earth floor.


Everything happened so fast. I tried to get up. I stumbled. The scent of blood was in my nostrils. Was it mine? Then the odour of animals hit me. There were familiar scents of hare, rabbits, foxes, chickens and others. A chorus of dogs started to bark from somewhere behind me.


The smell of the creatures awakened a dormant urge in me. I was suddenly the predator, no longer the prey. I felt a swift rise of desire and stood up, every sinew in my body wanting to chase the chicken, geese and ducks I saw before me. But as soon as I tried to put one foot in front of the other, I started to wobble. Then everything went black.




Chapter 3: Rescued


It was just past 6.30 am and it was still as dark as night. Hundreds of seagulls screeched and swooped over my head as I walked slowly down to the bottom of the field at the back of my bungalow. Since starting the sanctuary, I had always fed the birds that squawked, weaved and glided over my land, believing that no creature, furry or feathered, would go hungry as long as I was around.


I started off with a handful of birds – pigeons and seagulls mostly – that pecked the few slices of bread I shared with them after my breakfast. Clearly the birds were chatterboxes because every day there seemed to be more and more joining in with the morning feast – crows, herring gulls, jackdaws to name a few– as well as smaller garden birds, all of them grateful for a morsel to eat from the crumbs left by the larger birds.


The birds hovered over me, caterwauling and crying to each other. The gulls were raucous, the crows guttural and earthy, while the garden birds chirped and sang. The braver crows and seagulls hopped onto the backs of the horses that stood in the field next door. They carried on chewing and cropping the grass and straw, seemingly oblivious to the pandemonium surrounding them.


None of the birds ever touched me yet they trusted me completely. They never attacked me either, which was strange as I was carrying a crate filled with sixteen loaves of torn up bread and was entirely alone in the chill of the bleak December morning. The skies were dark as Hades and the weather looked set to turn nastier, so I was glad I could feed the scrawny creatures that gathered as I walked.


Early morning mist swathed the outlying hills and pastures, making the birds appear ghostly in the gloom. My only view was of the tips of the trees amid the fields and paddocks that made up the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary, all twelve acres of our land. I knew the day would be busy in the build up to our annual Christmas Bazaar and so I took the time to stay with the theatre of the feeding time, as if it had been staged just for me. I felt something that was beyond words when I saw the birds flying free. They’d take off in a great swarm of wings, feathers and beaks, flying high into the sky and off over the green fields of the Sussex countryside. Every morning I’d watch them leave. Rain or shine, I’d wait until every last bird had continued on its way. It was a spectacle – and today was no exception.


My spirits lifted as I went on with my daily duties, caring for the 400 residents we had currently, a task that rooted me firmly to the soil. It was a feeling of complete communion with nature in all its forms. However, before long my head would be spinning with the number of duties that had to be completed around the site before the day officially began. I had to organise the feeding of our 200 moggies, which meant more than 100 cans of cat food needed to be opened. There would be 200 dishes to wash, 200 bowls of drinking water to be replenished, and this all had to happen twice a day. On top of that we had six dogs that needed to be walked, fed and watered as well. Then there was the telephone that rang twenty or thirty times a day, and had to be answered, messages taken, transport arranged to bring unwanted animals in to the shelter, or taken out to be rehomed, sick animals to be tended to and taken to the vet, and all the medication given out to those creatures that were too ill to live anywhere but with us. And on top of all that, there were people to match with animals. I always had a list churning around my head;: the names of people and which animals they wanted to give a loving home to, and the animals themselves that came in at the rate of six or seven a day. It felt like a never-ending to-do list, especially when I had to call up stallholders, organise a raffle and the publicity for our bazaar on top of everything else.
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