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Introduction

I jumped at the opportunity to write this book. After three years of concentrating heavily on the North Country with my Haunted Northern New York series, I was ready to expand my horizons. I wrote Haunted Massachusetts: Ghosts and Strange Phenomena of the Bay State, which was a project I enjoyed immensely. And then I knuckled down and started researching ghost stories for Haunted New York: Ghosts and Strange Phenomena of the Empire State. After traveling to every corner of my home state, I narrowed the stories I would use down to a relatively measly number of those I collected. You see, my task was to squeeze details of ghosts and strange phenomena from every region of the state into a forty-thousand-word manuscript—a daunting task, considering the vast number of tales of strange encounters I had to select from.

New York State has eleven distinct tourist regions, but I merged them into six for the purposes of this book: Northern New York, Central New York, Western New York, Southern New York, New York City, and Long Island. Northern New York’s claim to fame in a paranormal sense would likely be a tie between Beardslee Castle and Champ, the Lake Champlain Monster. Fort Ontario and the Seneca Hill Ghost are right up there too. The New York State Capitol Building in Albany and the Landmark Theatre in Syracuse are probably Central New York’s most famous haunted places. Western New York is most noted for its girl ghost, Tanya, who is said to run the halls of Grand Island’s Holiday Inn resort, but everyone knows how haunted Fort Niagara and the USS The Sullivans ship-museum are. Southern New York has its still-haunted Sleepy Hollow, as well as Pine Bush, the UFO hot spot of the entire Northeast. New York City and Long Island are in Southern New York as well, but because their combined population amounts to more than 90 percent of the entire state, individual sections of this book are dedicated to each of the two areas. New York City boasts of far too many ghosts to decide which is the most famous, but the apparitions haunting the Belasco Theatre and Chumley’s immediately come to mind. Kings Park Psychiatric Center on Long Island has been thoroughly investigated by ghost hunters and ranks right up there on the island’s top-ten haunted places, but the region may be even more famous for its Men in Black encounters and other unexplained phenomena, such as the unforgettable spitting cloud of Oyster Bay.

True to its image of diversity in every category, such as ethnicity, culture, population, and landscape, New York State has a broad range of supernatural phenomena as well. We have ghosts and lake monsters, of course. (Doesn’t everyone?) But there are also Bigfoot-like creatures, evil black dogs, the legendary Men in Black, UFO sightings and alien encounters, forest gnomes, strange weather anomalies, crop circles, and more. It’s a virtual paranormal paradise for ghost lovers, as well as cryptozoologists, parapsychologists, and ufologists.

Cryptozoology, in case you were wondering, is the study of creatures whose existence has not been substantiated. The Empire State has played host to a number of so-called unsubstantiated creatures. Champ, the Lake Champlain monster, tops the state’s list of crypto characters, even though he shuns publicity as crypto-creatures inherently do. But there are scores of other mysterious entities in every region of the state that are dying for attention, and I’ll tell you just where to find them.

What more can I say? I love New York!





Northern New York

The Adirondack Mountains to the east, the mighty St. Lawrence River and Lake Ontario to the west, historic Lake Champlain bordering on its northern parameter—Northern New York is a land of plenty. Plenty of geological features, plenty of natural resources, and plenty of ghosts. The only thing missing is a major population center, but that doesn’t equate to fewer ghost stories in these parts.

East of the Adirondacks is “America’s Fourth Seacoast,” the Thousand Islands-Seaway, with its haunted islands and hidden caves, and two hundred miles of the historic Seaway Trail along the St. Lawrence and eastern shores of Lake Ontario. Strategic forts and port towns have been restored along that strip, and battle reenactments are a common sight. Countless visitors to the region have reported seeing what they believed were spectral soldiers at the various forts. Many times they initially thought they were seeing people who were dressed for the part for visitors, but when the soldiers disappeared before their eyes, they quickly decided otherwise.

The vast six-million-acre Adirondack Park encompasses the majority of the northern region of New York State, providing an extraordinary haven of tranquil lakes and spectacular mountain views to which city dwellers can escape. An incredible 2.3 million acres of the Adirondacks have been designated “forever wild.” No wonder Bigfoot continues to elude captivity. That’s a lot of ground to cover if he’s hiding out there somewhere. There have been countless reports of Bigfoot-like “wild men” throughout the area for hundreds of years.

The North Country also has its lake monsters, the most famous being Champ of Lake Champlain, and UFO sightings, such as the ones near the Fort Drum military base. In this region that’s so popular among campers and boaters, you just never know what you might encounter “out there.”

Beardslee Castle

Long before Augustus Beardslee built his Scottish-style castle on NY Route 5 between Little Falls and St. Johnsville in 1860, a fortified homestead stood on the site. During the French and Indian War in the 1700s, munitions and powder were stored in tunnels designed for that purpose beneath the homestead. Legend has it that a band of Indians sneaked into the tunnels one night in search of the weapons stockpile, but their torches ignited the gunpowder, and the ensuing explosion killed them all. That’s one reason why people believe Manheim’s Beardslee Castle—now a unique restaurant serving “inspired” American cuisine—is haunted. Two of the three tunnels, used later as part of the Underground Railroad, have since been permanently sealed off. If the band of restless Indian souls were unhappy about their untimely deaths in the tunnels, imagine their displeasure when, in the late 1800s, Augustus’s son Guy Beardslee returned to his family’s estate with Sioux war artifacts. He had obtained these tomahawks, knives, and war bonnets while commissioned at Fort Niobrara in Nebraska, where the army was taking land from the Sioux. Talk about rubbing salt on an open wound.

Restless Native American spirits may not be the only ones still roaming the grounds. Back in the mid-1950s, a previous owner hanged himself in an area now used as a side entrance to the castle. After years of operating what he called “The Manor,” he had become terminally ill and attempted suicide several times. He finally succeeded, but perhaps he’s having second thoughts about leaving just yet, for some allegedly have seen his apparition right where he took his last breath. Other specters reportedly seen include a male figure dressed in a top hat and black suit; a transparent figure, believed to be Captain Beardslee, carrying a brightly lit lantern on the roadside; and an X-ray or skeleton ghost, whose bones were clearly visible; a blond woman wearing a long dress in the ladies’ room; a woman in similar attire carrying a bed tray up a nonexistent stairway; and even a ghostly quartet dining by candlelight that disappeared moments after being spotted. There is no shortage of apparitions in the gloriously haunted castle. And that’s what made it so appealing to the History Channel, which included a segment on Beardslee Castle in October 1999 as part of its Haunted History series.

Besides the hodgepodge of apparitions drifting about, the castle’s spirits have made their presence known throughout the grounds and surrounding properties in ways ranging from the very subtle to the blatantly tangible and the benign to the incredibly reckless. Visitors have seen shadows on walls where nobody was walking by, and heard footsteps, strange voices, and whispers. Three employees once heard a very loud, chilling scream reverberating through the entire castle, sending them racing for the door. It’s not uncommon for an employee to hear his or her name spoken or whispered by an unfamiliar voice. Many people have seen strange lights of different colors drifting and darting through the rooms and flitting across the lawn and road. In fact, an unusually high number of vehicle accidents have occurred on the road in front of the property over the years, sometimes blamed on bizarre lights that emerged from the woods and blinded the drivers, causing the death of at least one man. Whether the ill-intentioned lights were orbs of pure spirit energy or the ghost lantern carried by Captain Beardslee, who is said to occasionally wander along the road at night, or whether they were something else altogether, everyone agrees that they were not of this world.

The staff has experienced poltergeist-type behavior, finding tables and chairs flipped over when they arrive in the morning, seeing silverware flying across the kitchen of the restaurant or bottles and glasses breaking out of the blue, and hearing strange disembodied voices that seem to encircle them. Several employees once used a Ouija board to try to summon the spirits of the dead, but they were quickly thwarted in their efforts when the lights went out on their own and one of the employees felt a sudden shove on his chest from something unseen that threw him across the room. Another group of employees was once chased from the castle by grotesque howling.

The owners admit they’ve had people quit in midshift and never return to the building, but they stress on their website: “Augustus Beardslee’s Castle is a beautiful and compelling building that has a powerful, true sense of place. Unique, captivating, and mysterious as well, we are honored to share this castle with our guests, from this dimension and any other.” They leave it up to the customers of their fine restaurant, which is open year-round, to explore the grounds for themselves and decide whether the elegant castle and dining establishment feels haunted.

Burrville Cider Mill

Many of the ghost stories I write are works in progress, in that they continue to unfold long after the story goes to press. In the first book of my Haunted Northern New York series, I wrote about the Burrville Cider Mill, on the Plank Road off NY Route 12 about five minutes southeast of Watertown. A lot has happened since, and by now its owners probably have enough paranormal incidents under their belts to fill an entire book.

The Burrville Cider Mill, one of Jefferson County’s oldest establishments, is owned and operated by the Steiner family, Greg Sr., Cynthia, Greg Jr., and Tina. It was built at the bottom of a waterfall on Sandy Creek in 1801 and for many years was called Burr’s Mills, for its sawmill and gristmill. In 1996, the Steiners purchased the two-hundred-year-old mill, even though they had been told it was haunted. It wasn’t long before they were welcomed by two unique gentlemen: Homer Rebb (at your service), the ghost of a former owner; and Captain John Burr, the ghost of the town’s and mill’s namesake, and the wilder of the two. Burr is said to have stolen from ships on Lake Ontario so that he could sell his hot items to soldiers at Sackets Harbor.

One of the first unusual things that happened to the Steiners in their new enterprise was the disappearance of a twenty-five-pound bag of sugar that has never been found. Tina Steiner left the bag out in the back room at the end of the day, then locked up and left. She was the last one out, and the place was secure. But the next morning when she opened up, she noticed that the bag was gone. It had been there when she left, of that she was sure. And none of the other Steiners had anything to do with it. Was a bag of sugar sold around that time by a scoundrel that looked like a pirate from yesteryear?

Besides the missing sugar, the Steiners have experienced many other incidents of a ghostly nature. They often hear the sounds of heavy objects dropping in the attic and lightweight hard, plastic balls bouncing across the wooden floor, when nothing can be seen to account for the sound. They have also heard the sound of the old double cider press Homer built in the basement, as if it’s turning its own wheels on their metal rack. Objects malfunction, so the women have taken to asking Homer to fix them, and he usually obliges. Once a gentleman, always a gentleman.

As for the Captain, Cindy Steiner once saw the reflection of a man wearing heavy black wool pants and brown leather work boots in the glass cooler door of the mill, but when she turned around to face the intruder, he was gone. A customer was taking photographs of the mill’s exterior one day, making sure to wait until nobody was in the way. But when she got her photographs developed, she was perplexed—and a bit thrilled—to see a man standing by the door to the sorting room, looking very much like one would expect Captain Burr to look, with full beard, boots to his knees, and cradling his arm as though it was holding something or somehow disabled. The man was a bit blurrier than the rest of the picture—as if he wasn’t quite all there.

The cigars that people occasionally smell when nobody is smoking can probably be blamed on Captain Burr, as well. One such cigar, described as an old-fashioned stogie, was found in the building, covered in cobwebs, as if it had been dropped there out of the blue from another dimension. And it was discovered right after the area had been cleaned and freshly painted. Round candy balls are moved around and specifically placed in certain locations, lights flicker, and things often go bump in the night … and in the daytime.

A local television crew was doing a news special on haunted locations in Northern New York in April 2001, when they got more than they hoped for at the mill. It happened to be the cameraman’s birthday, and he wasn’t ashamed to ask out loud for a little something extra for a birthday bonus. Sure enough, when the cameraman was interviewing Tina Steiner on videotape inside the mill, a swinging door opened behind her in a very slow and deliberate way, and then closed very slowly. It might have been explainable had anyone else been in that room at the time, but nobody was. It was just the cameraman and Mrs. Steiner. At the time, the cameraman didn’t see the door; he was concentrating on the person he was interviewing. When he got back to the office and played the tape, he saw the door open and close, and then he called me up, barely able to contain his excitement. The incident thrilled the news program’s viewers.

When I was signing books at Borders in Watertown a year and a half ago, two young newlyweds told me they had recently exchanged wedding vows at the Burrville Cider Mill. With the brilliant foliage and waterfall as a backdrop, it’s a gorgeous place to marry in the fall. They had read about the mill being haunted in my book and thought it would be wonderful if something paranormal occurred during their wedding ceremony. They weren’t disappointed. Photograph after photograph had floating orbs, unexplained mists and streaks, and other anomalies often attributed to spirit energy. The newlyweds couldn’t have been more thrilled with their wedding memories.

Cindy Steiner shared another recent incident with me. She said, “After reading your book, some of my cousins asked for a special tour of the building to hopefully get a glimpse of the ghost. Lorna, one of the cousins, said that while she was upstairs, something played with her long hair, but she was at the back of the group. Nobody was behind her. When we were in the store area, someone stepped on her foot and also called her name two or three times (this was only heard by her). Lorna’s husband was taking pictures during the tour, and all the pictures with me in them are blurry. They had owned this camera for quite some time and had taken hundreds of pictures, and never had that happen, before or since.”

Champ, the Lake Champlain Monster

No compilation of paranormal phenomena would be complete without mention of Lake Champlain’s famous and painfully shy lake creature, Champ, New York State’s darling of cryptozoological critters. So legendary is he that he’s been featured on such popular shows as Today, Unsolved Mysteries, and Sightings, as well as a Discovery channel special devoted entirely to him, called America’s Loch Ness Monster. Champ looks and acts much like his Scottish counterpart, Nessie, according to hundreds of eyewitnesses from 1873 to the present time. Both are so-called lake monsters, for lack of a specific scientific name for them, at least until one can be captured and positively identified. Both lurk in deep, cold-water lakes, ever elusive to the inquiring public, as sea and lake serpents always seem to be. But if you do see one, it will be unmistakable. To my untrained eye, Champ looks just like a water-dwelling, long-necked dinosaur, and apparently he has cousins all over the state. Sightings of snake- and serpent-like lake creatures have been reported for more than two hundred years, not only in Lake Champlain, but also in Lake Erie, Lake Ontario, Onondaga Lake, and even the St. Lawrence River.

Western New York’s paranormal expert and author Mason Winfield chronicles the sightings in the following order in Spirits of the Great Hill: In Lake Erie, a giant snake more than sixteen feet long chased a duck hunter in 1793. A black eel-like creature thirty to forty feet long was spotted on Lake Ontario in 1817. A similar creature was reported by a ship’s crew in 1880. In 1892, an even larger serpent was seen by the crew of a schooner leaving Buffalo. Four years later, a large serpent with a doglike head was seen near Fort Erie, and in July 1900, there were three separate sightings of a lake creature approximately fifty feet long off Stony Point, near Elmwood Beach. Onondaga Lake was home to a lake monster named Mosqueto, which was believed to have killed people. As long ago as 700 B.C., Lake Ontario reportedly harbored a great horned snake whose smell proved toxic. Several years ago, a few residents of the small shoreline community of Waddington, New York, claimed that they had seen a Champ-like creature in the St. Lawrence River. Explorer Samuel de Champlain, who discovered Lake Champlain, was mistakenly believed to have been the first European to have spotted Champ in the lake. But the lake serpent he described having seen in the 1600s was in the St. Lawrence River.

The Plattsburgh Republican of July 24, 1819, had one of the earliest documented accounts of a Champ-like creature in Lake Champlain: “Captain Crum was aboard a scow on Bulwagga Bay the previous Thursday morning when he reported a black monster, about 187 feet long and with a head resembling a ‘sea horse’ that reared over 15 feet out of the water.” In 1873, the New York Times reported that a railroad crew had spotted an enormous serpent in Lake Champlain. Later that year, the Clinton County sheriff reported seeing a similar creature, and a month later, tourists onboard a steamship on the lake claimed their boat was nearly capsized when it ran into a Champ-like creature. Circus magnate P. T. Barnum, who coined the phrase “There’s a sucker born every minute,” offered $5,000—an extremely large sum of money in 1873—to anyone who could bring him the hide of the Champlain serpent to include in his World’s Fair Show.
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A hundred years later, Champlain’s lake monster was officially named Champ. The most famous photograph of Champ is an Instamatic picture taken by Sandra Mansi while her family was picnicking on the shoreline. She claimed that a strange turbulence in the water caught her eye because her children were swimming nearby, and when she looked closely at it, she saw what looked like a huge creature with a small head, humped back, and long neck. As the children were rushed out of the water, she snapped the photograph. A friend who saw it in their family photo album persuaded them to show it to Champ expert Joe Zarzynski, who wrote a book called Champ: Beyond the Legend, and the rest was history. “By any standard,” says Jerome Clark, author of the book Unexplained!, “the Mansi photograph remains a genuine mystery and a serious obstacle to any effort to reduce the Champ phenomenon to mundane causes.”

By the end of the twentieth century, so many people had seen Champ that even the law acknowledged that the Lake Champlain monster existed. Just as an endangered species would be protected by law, so too was Champ. Resolutions were passed on both sides of Lake Champlain in 1982 and 1983, and Port Henry, New York, declared its waters a safe haven for the creature. The small village’s welcoming sign says, “Village of Port Henry—Home of Champ.” The twenty-first century has already had a few newsworthy Champ sightings. A November 26, 2000, photograph of an anomaly in the water by a Willsboro, New York, resident appeared in the Press Republican the following month. It was the sixteenth Champ sighting that year. The photographer said she was looking out over the water from her residence and noticed that the seagulls were making a commotion over something. Upon closer inspection, she saw a long, straight form partially emerged from the water that stayed very still for about fifteen minutes. When it finally moved, it “humped up in the middle,” she said, and “left a little wake behind it.”

The most recent sighting at the time of this writing occurred in July 2004. According to a Press Republican article of August 2, five vacationers from Maryland had a “close encounter with Champ.” A man and four of his grandchildren were fishing in the middle of the lake when they heard a seagull crying and saw it flapping around in the water. It looked as if three fish were trying to get it, but it turned out to be three large humps from the same dark black, snakelike creature that undulated through the water. A man who had never believed in Champ or the Loch Ness Monster, the grandfather from Maryland became a believer that day.

When it comes to the Lake Champlain Monster, seeing is believing, and based on the mounting evidence of photographs, video footage, eyewitness statements, and sonar readings of the lake bottom, it would be hard not to believe that there’s something out there, somewhere, in the 400-foot-deep, 109-mile-long lake. Perhaps Fauna Communications Research, a North Carolina-based institute studying Champ, puts it best: “What we can say is that there is a creature in the lake that produces bio-sonar. We have no idea what it is.” And the not knowing is exactly what keeps this legend alive.

Fort Ontario

At least four specific ghosts are believed to haunt Oswego’s Fort Ontario on a regular basis, and many others seem to have passed through once or twice. I wouldn’t hazard a guess as to the numbers, but suffice it to say that the fort appears to be exceptionally haunted. But what would you expect in a place where bloody battles, starvation, hypothermia, and incurable diseases took hundreds of lives; men fought duels and committed murders unrelated to battle; and soldiers were forced to eat their own to survive? That’s right … cannibalism, right here in Northern New York.

Fort Ontario was built about 1755 on the banks of Lake Ontario. At various times in its history, it was occupied by the British, French, and Americans. The United States has held it the longest, since 1796. It is now a museum owned and operated by the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation, and Historic Preservation, which has authentically restored it to depict life at the fort in 1868, a relatively benign period compared with others the site has seen.

The winter of 1752 proved especially unkind at the fort. In fact, the British troops then occupying it became so desperate for warmth and nourishment in the harsh conditions that they enchained their commanding officer and left the site in search of food at a nearby village. But a blizzard hampered their efforts, so they returned to the fort dejected. Before long, in order to survive the brutal winter, the men were forced to kill and eat their comrades. The unforgiving winter of 1755 saw mounds of frozen and starved bodies. The Colonial wars and the War of 1812, likewise, resulted in hundreds of deaths. What’s amazing is not the fact that Fort Ontario is haunted by a few ghosts, but that it’s not haunted by hundreds. The number of lives prematurely terminated here is extremely high.

According to an article called “‘Ghosts of Old Fort Ontario’ Program Set” in the Valley News of October 19, 2002, the ghost stories associated with Fort Ontario started around 1900 in an effort by one Sergeant Fawdry to scare children away. Although it’s rarely possible to determine with certainty the identity of a ghost, Fawdry put names to two alleged Fort Ontario ghosts. These monikers have stuck, though the ghostly identities are based solely on the opinion of Sergeant Fawdry and the appearance of the uniforms observers describe the ghosts as wearing. Fawdry told of a British lieutenant named Basil Dunbar, who haunted the fort after losing a duel in 1759. Some recent sightings have Dunbar’s ghost wandering about the site dazed and confused, as if he doesn’t realize he’s dead. Fawdry also talked about Corporal Fykes, who was actually an American loyalist who died in 1782 from disease, not a British soldier who died of hunger—a rumor Fawdry apparently spread for dramatic effect or out of pure ignorance. According to Lynda Lee Macken in Empire Ghosts, Fykes’s ghost has appeared to every new regiment for more than a hundred years, and whenever seen, the witnesses have reported a rapid decrease in room temperature. The bodies of both Fykes and Dunbar are buried in the Post Cemetery.

Another ghost has been seen in a blue uniform like those worn after the Civil War. An apparition of a female figure has been “felt” by psychics, and her image may have been caught on film by a team of paranormal investigators in 1998. That same group of people, New York State’s representatives in the American Ghost Society, recorded unusual electro-magnetic field (EMF) readings and temperature drops, especially in the men’s barracks, where an argument had once led to murder. While they were investigating, they heard a loud bang reverberating throughout the grounds, and no source for the sound was ever found. They also took a number of photographs that seem to depict spirit energy. All this has led them to believe that Fort Ontario is indeed haunted.

The fort’s youngest ghost is a baby sometimes heard crying and giggling. A ball of light that may be the spirit of a former guard flits about the night watchman’s head and post, alternating between blue and green. After Fort Ontario went from being an important defensive post to a training post in 1903, it was guarded by just one sergeant, who also acted as caretaker. Perhaps the courteous little ball of energy is there to assist the watchman through his long, lonely nights at the fort, when doors slam shut for no apparent reason and footsteps resonate where nobody appears to be walking.

Though it was decommissioned after World War II, Fort Ontario certainly seems to have remained very active.

Graveyard Ghosts

I’ve heard stories about ghosts in cemeteries all over New York’s North Country, especially in my own hometown of Massena. It was here at Calvary Cemetery that a groundskeeper complained of seeing a dark-clad fellow grinning at him just before the man disappeared before his eyes, and another caretaker was approached by a woman who seemed as if she was about to ask him a question before she floated straight through a gravestone and evaporated into thin air.

At the Pine Grove Cemetery on Beach Street in Massena, Joan Szarka and her son got the scare of a lifetime one evening as they strolled down the narrow road toward the back of the 1872 graveyard with their dog. They were talking about a man named Dragon, who was buried nearby. His lonely gravestone had attracted their attention earlier because of the unusual name etched on it, so they did some fact-finding and learned that he had been killed, but they wondered how. Just as they were passing by his grave, the wind picked up, their dog became tense and started to whine, and Joan’s son thought he saw an apparition while feeling a chill go straight through him. Then they heard a creepy whisper directly behind them saying “Turn around.” They were certain they were the only people in the graveyard at that moment, so they did not comply with the sinister demand. Instead, they hurried out of the cemetery, shaken but more determined than ever to learn about the man named Dragon. It turned out that he was a local businessman and womanizer who had been shot in the face and chest in a hunting accident in the 1940s. The cause of death was ruled accidental, and the case was closed. Joan has often wondered why she was told to turn around and face the man’s grave. What would she have seen if she had? Did he want her to see him? What was so important that he spoke those two words from beyond the grave?

North Country native Chris Sharlow, author of Shutter, a book of his spirit photographs, has had a number of interesting encounters with ghosts in graveyards. He knows they’re there because he has felt their presence, sometimes physically, and has taken hundreds of photographs of various forms of spirit energy and apparitions in cemeteries from New York to Maine, where he currently resides. One particular incident that stands out in his mind is when he and a friend both began taking photographs at the same time. Suddenly, sparks flew out in every direction, and in the illuminated mist, a form started taking shape. Then he felt someone leaning on him, as if pushing him away—and it wasn’t his friend, who had already skedaddled.

When my first book was published in 2002, ghostly images captured by Sharlow stared back at readers from the cover, and reactions ran the gamut from amazement to disbelief. One image showed a streak of red shooting up from a gravestone with a very clear, very angry red face at the top of it. That now famous photograph was taken at Pine Grove #2, in a portion of the otherwise tidy cemetery where many of the stones are in ruins. Pine Grove #2 is a sprawling, sunny cemetery technically in the township of Norfolk, but on Massena’s Cook Street.
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