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I dedicate this book to every child who has endured a day without a meal or clean drinking water; every homeless person overlooked, looked down on, or denied shelter; every person denied basic rights to health care; every person that has ever been affected by bad political policies; every person enduring gentrification because of greed and dismissiveness; every person working long hours with little pay and compounded hopelessness; and the billions of people wrestling with poverty nationally and globally.

May we all be moved in our hearts to feel your pain and then have that pain flow through our hands in service.

I see you. We see you!

 

 

In loving memory of
Jason King and Reverend Elroy Moore





  


    Foreword


    Dave Gibbons


    

      

        They thought they buried us, but they didn’t know we were seeds.


        MEXICAN PROVERB



      


    


    

      There is a lot of knowledge and many inspirational talks about dealing with systemic poverty and homelessness. Few dive into the hard work of justice and stay there. And even fewer individuals love without any conditions.


      Terence is one of those few. He walked 648 miles from his home to Washington, DC, to raise awareness of those who are fighting for their lives in the dark places of our cities and another four hundred miles to the Lorraine Motel in Memphis for the same cause on behalf of the MLK50 celebration. Terence was buried with life in ways that would have caused many of us to quit, but he got up and started walking.


      We live in an insight-intoxicated culture where we believe change is about the insight that we heard and got chills from. It can be at a conference or in a church service or perhaps listening to a favorite inspirational podcast. While endorphins may be released and cause a physical sensation in us when we hear an insight, the truth is we haven’t changed. The truth is we haven’t done anything. We felt something but didn’t act on the reality that was unveiled.


      What I love about this book is how Terence shares from his own struggles. In fact, he goes beyond his own story of suffering and chooses to enter the space of others who are seeking something more. Instead of choosing the most naturally gentrified and hipster place to go, he goes to the places where beauty isn’t immediately evident.


      As a man on a mission, Terence passionately searches for seeds planted in a place that may be dark and dirty beneath the surface where most look. The context of the pain he writes from is real and strikes the heart. He’s not seeking sympathy but provides hope for all of us who suffer too. Terence challenges us not to charity but to love without strings, without boundaries. As you read these pages you can see how this book is not simply talking about poverty or misconceptions around poverty, but Terence lays out real, proven ways to practically address poverty.


      For the last fourteen years of his life, Terence has wholly dedicated his life, with the loving partnership of his wife and family, to serve those who are vulnerable and within the death grip of poverty. He saw firsthand while growing up the severe challenges and traumas associated with poverty. His soft-spoken voice and his gentleness emerge from these dark places.


      Terence is wholly committed to his family and to his family of friends in the middle of a painful journey. Terence humbly and lovingly disrupts attitudes and beliefs about those suffering in poverty. He’s highly creative, passionate, pragmatic, and sacrificial. This comes out in everything he does. You see his laser focus, resilience, and joy as he serves those who are often not seen, the misfits and the marginalized. He started a nonprofit, which is a natural extension of his heart, called Love Beyond Walls.


      So devour this book and let Terence gently speak to you from his soul. He will help you see poverty differently. He won’t let you stay in despair but will lead you to the promised land of hope where real solutions and love await. Get ready for deep reflections that will lead you to love beyond walls and to be the change. Let’s go with Terence to the places where others dare not go. Let’s break through the darkness and discover more seeds ready to see the light of day.


      Walking with you, Terence!


    


  









  


    Introduction


    Searching For Home


    

      One Friday morning in November, I went to visit my friend Kurt, who happened to be homeless at the time, and take him breakfast. I pulled up to an abandoned building in downtown Atlanta where I could usually find him. I saw him on the other side of the rusty fence that surrounded the building. He crawled through a small slit in the barrier, and we stood in front of my car to talk. Trash covered the ground where Kurt and others had made a place to stay.


      I turned to Kurt and asked, “Hey, would you mind if I took your picture?”


      “Yeah, man,” he said, “what do you want to use it for?”


      I responded, “You know, I would just like to tell your story. To tell people about the realities of what you have to go through.”


      “I’ll make you a deal,” he said. “If you get me a pillow, I’ll let you take my picture.”


      “Okay. Why don’t you go get the pillow you have now?” I suggested. “You can hold it up over your face so no one will see you. I’ll take this picture and post it on social media to tell people my friend needs a pillow. We’ll see who wants to step up and notice you.” (It didn’t take more than an hour for someone to commit to buying him a pillow.)


      We talked a while longer. We laughed, joked about life and fast food. Kurt and I had been friends for a little over three months at this point, and I felt like we were close enough to ask him about his plans.


      I said to him, “Hey man, it’s cold. It’s only going to get colder.”


      Even as I spoke, I could see white vapor leaving my mouth.


      I continued, “Let me take you to a shelter . . .” He cut me off almost immediately.


      “No, no, no, no. I’m not doing a shelter.”


      “Why? At least there you’ll be out of the elements.”


      He described the shelter he had been to nearby—the smell and the number of people in the rooms, how he had to sleep in chairs and that there was only one bathroom. And the crime there made it impossible to sleep anyways.


      “It’s more comfortable here,” he said as he pointed at the trash in the waste field we were standing in. “It’s more comfortable here than in one of those shelters.”


      Then he said, “I bet you won’t sleep in the shelter. I bet you couldn’t last a night in there. And if you did, I bet you’d be right here on the backside of this building with me before the night’s up.”


      I was shocked. His challenge popped my comfort bubble.


      “I’ll do it. I’ll go sleep in that shelter!” I told him. At the time, I don’t think either of us really thought I would do it.


      He laughed, “Yeah, man? I don’t believe you. You’re gonna have to show me.”


      We continued joking and spent another hour or two talking before I told him I had to go and get his pillow.


      I got in my car with the idea swirling in my mind. Three weeks later, I came back to visit my friend Kurt and told him I was going to stay in the shelter. However, the shelter idea didn’t happen the way I planned. Instead, I ended up living under a bridge in the heart of Atlanta with about fifty other people living in tents.


      From the comfort of our own homes it’s hard to understand the complexities of something like poverty and homelessness. It requires listening to the stories of those who experience it: the children born into homelessness, people who end up destitute because of a loss of a loved one or unexpected health challenges, youth on the streets due to instability in their families or because they identify with the LGBTQ+ community, women trying to escape domestic abuse, and people who lost a job of significant income. Whether or not you’ve ever experienced this type of homelessness and poverty, there are universal principles we relate to when it comes to searching for a home.


      

        My Search for Home


        For a long time, I wasn’t sure why I was so drawn to helping those experiencing poverty and homelessness. While it was something I had grown up around, I had never lived on the streets for an extended period of time. As I wrote this book, though, I began to realize why I felt this way and why you might too.


        My parents split up when I was a young, and growing up I watched my mom struggle as a single mother. She did everything in her power to ensure my little sister and I didn’t have to worry about where we would stay or what we would eat. In fact, Mom was my first hero and showed me at an early age the power of hard work and resilience. However, my parents’ split confused me, and in many ways it haunts me to this day. I’m not sure if a child fully recovers from splits, but I know they never forget. Looking back, this event led me to start looking for a home. It caused me to question what made a home a home and why mine seemed to vanish so suddenly.


        I internalized many of the things I went through as a child, and it landed me in a lot of trouble during my teen years. I was a living statistic: a not-so-good relationship with my father, at risk, and making poor decisions. I’ll never forget the day I rebelled so strongly against my mom that I left home and lived out of the trunk of my car. I was a mid-teen, misguided, and searching for my identity. I told Mom I wanted to drop out of high school, a common narrative for a young African American man without a father present in the home. She told me if I wanted to live at her house I had to go to school, so I moved out. Looking back, I guess I ran away.


        Soon after I moved out I realized that education was one of the only ways out of the situation I was in, so I reenrolled in classes but continued to live in my car at the park near my school or in different friends’ homes. Mom often did not know where I was. I can only imagine the type of stress I inflicted on her. One friend, Jeremy, who was eighteen and was working at the time, found out I was living in my car and asked his mom if I could stay with them for a few days. It was his mom’s yes that helped me get through school and keep going when I felt like giving up. The few days ended up turning into almost a full school year.


        Jeremy spent his nights working. When he came home in the morning, he would tell me to go to school. He gave me money to buy lunch at school so I wouldn’t go hungry. Some days his encouragement and support was the only reason I kept going to school. I got dressed out of clothes in a garbage bag that I’d grabbed from my mom’s house and attempted to go to school with a clear mind. It was beyond hard because I was going to school with borrowed strength from a few friends and Jeremy’s mom—and anybody else who thought I could do it.


        Moving around as a teen, feeling deeply misunderstood, and not understanding the dysfunction stemming from my family were the manifestations of what was happening internally. I was looking for a safe, stable place to belong. The search for a home was a different kind of longing than the pursuit of four walls with a white picket fence. It’s a search that began in my childhood, stayed with me throughout my teens, and followed me into adulthood. Where do I belong? is a question I’ve been asking deep in my bones.


        Have you ever asked that question?


        Where do we belong? Where is our home? What is home?


      


      

      

        What Is Home?


        Home is more than four walls and a roof. It’s more than the place where you put your head down at night or where you store your most valuable possessions.


        Home is where you feel safe—a place with people you can count on and where you can be yourself. Home is a place of unconditional belonging. No matter what you do or where you go, home is the place you can come back to and belong. It might not even be a place at all.


        For some, home is a person or a group of people. Some people feel at home when they are in a small group at church or worshiping with their church family. Some people find home in places like barbershops or in beauty salons—among peers with whom they can discuss all of life’s ills and social problems. Some people find home in book clubs and other environments where they connect with people who accept them fully and completely.


        In his book The Search to Belong, Joseph R. Myers observes that everyone is looking for a front porch. He uses the analogy of the porch to symbolize a place of comfort, community, and acceptance.1 Everyone is looking for a safe place that feels like home.


        For many of us, though, the feeling of home and belonging is foreign. We might be more accustomed to feeling alone in a crowd or not being sure who to call in the middle of hardship. Maybe the people we were supposed to rely on weren’t able to be there for us. Or maybe we’ve just never felt like we fully belonged.


        Historically, the church has offered an invitation to those who don’t have a home or a place of belonging. Jesus aims to bridge the gap and create a community of disconnected people looking for more than just a physical space to exist in. Jesus proclaims the good news that those who have been outsiders are accepted into the family of God and have a spiritual home that can never be tampered with or taken away. There’s no greater freedom to someone who is oppressed and overlooked than words of welcome and acceptance. Jesus himself says,


        

          The Spirit of the Lord is on me,


          because he has anointed me


          to proclaim good news to the poor.


          He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners


          and recovery of sight for the blind,


          to set the oppressed free,


          to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Luke 4:18-19)


        


        This search for a place to belong is linked to what I call spiritual poverty. Deeper than the physical poverty you see when you look at a man pushing a shopping cart, spiritual poverty can be found in both you and me. This hunger comes not from a lack of food but a lack of connection, belonging, acceptance, and being in relationship with God. Instead of searching for a shelter, the spiritually poor look for a place to belong and to be loved.


        Recognizing our own spiritual poverty helps us understand where the concept of poverty comes from. When we are able to listen to someone else’s story with an open heart and hear their experience, which may look different than ours, we begin to close the gap between them and us. Having an open mind means learning to add more to our already-existing beliefs about affirming the dignity of those who are impoverished.


        Altogether, if we are committed to doing this heart-and-mind work, we may encounter new people or ideas. We might not agree with them all, but that is how we begin to see and love people as Jesus did.


      


      

      

        What Is Poverty?


        The reality of poverty and homelessness is difficult to grasp. It’s wrapped up in politics, economics, systems, formulas for solutions, and a hundred other seemingly complicated barriers. On one hand, systemic poverty is complicated. There are hundreds of contributing factors. On the other hand, poverty can be simple.


        According to the government, poverty includes any family of four making less than $28,290 a year. But it doesn’t include that same family if they make $28,291. While we assign a particular number to what qualifies as “poverty,” we miss the greater humanity and complexity tied to these situations. I propose we redefine poverty. Poverty is a lack of access.


        People experience different levels of poverty when they lack access to good education, clean water, job opportunities, resources, health care, healthy food, and other basic needs, including money, but not limited to that. In Jesus and the Disinherited Howard Thurman gives some definition to those who have their backs against the wall in society and culture. He identified those persons as the poor, the disinherited, and the dispossessed. He writes,


        

          I can count on the fingers of one hand the number of times that I have heard a sermon on the meaning of religion, of Christianity, to the man who stands with his back against the wall. It is urgent that my meaning be crystal clear. The masses of men live with their backs constantly against the wall. They are the poor, the disinherited, the dispossessed. What does our religion say to them? The issue is not what it counsels them to do for others whose need may be greater, but what religion offers to meet their own needs. The search for an answer to this question is perhaps the most important religious quest of modern life.2


        


        It’s true that impoverished people have their backs against the wall. But a greater truth is that this kind of poverty does not exclude people from finding home in the family of God.


        Over the last fifteen years of working closely with those experiencing poverty and homelessness, I’ve found that one of the greatest hindrances to helping them overcome their circumstances is how others perceive them.


        Most common assumptions about the poor are:


        

          	

            They are lazy and uneducated.


          


          	

            They chose to be poor. They could pick themselves up by their bootstraps and get out of it if they really wanted to.


          


          	

            The poor are the government’s responsibility.


          


          	

            I can’t understand or relate to the poor.


          


          	

            The poor are criminals.


          


          	

            It’s their own fault they’re poor.


          


          	

            I don’t know how to help them.


          


          	

            There’s nothing we can do. There will always be homeless and poor people.


          


          	

            They have great spiritual and moral issues.


          


        


        In The Rich and the Rest of Us, Cornel West and Tavis Smiley quote Barbara Ehrenreich to help us to see how negative misconceptions of the poor have always been a factor in why the poor are mistreated and demonized. Ehrenreich says, “The theory for a long time—coming not only from the right but also from some Democrats—is that poverty means that there’s something wrong with your character, that you’ve got bad habits, you’ve got a bad lifestyle, you’ve made the wrong choices.”3


        In this book I want to help deconstruct some of the misconceptions we have about the poor and tell you the stories of those who are experiencing poverty. Take a moment and ask yourself, How do I see the poor? What do I believe to be true of those experiencing homelessness and poverty? And maybe even more importantly, evaluate where those beliefs came from.


        Sometimes our beliefs are passed down from a parent, from the news media, or from our peers. But our preconceived notions about the poor are rarely true. What if all those assumptions weren’t true? We can never fully know a person until we get close to them. In 1962 at Cornell College in Mount Vernon, Iowa, Martin Luther King Jr. explained,


        

          I am convinced that men hate each other because they fear each other. They fear each other because they don’t know each other, and they don’t know each other because they don’t communicate with each other, and they don’t communicate with each other because they are separated from each other.4


        


        His words ring true today. To really understand something, we often need to experience it for ourselves or at least hear the story of someone who has experienced it. So, as you’ve formed beliefs and ideas about the poor and homeless, have you ever experienced homelessness or spoken to someone who has? Do you fear people who are experiencing this plight because you have been separated from them?


        In the rest of this book you’re going to hear those stories, as well as my own story, of experiencing homelessness. To take this journey I’m not asking you to abandon your home physically, but you must at least be willing to mentally engage in the exploration. If you do, this book will bring you on a journey of understanding the poor differently. We’ll talk through stereotypes, misconceptions, responsibilities, and solutions to the poverty epidemic. You might also learn something about your own poverty along the way.


        First, you must ask yourself if you’re willing to examine the way you think and the things you believe about the poor. Having an open mind may mean listening to someone else who comes from a walk of life different from yours. Having an open mind may mean listening to a perspective that doesn’t necessarily align with your set of beliefs. I’ve learned that it is extremely hard to dislike or hate someone up close. When you get to know a person’s hopes, fears, dreams, and thoughts about the future, you see how much you have in common. If you want to honor God, get to know someone unlike you.


        When a thread starts to unravel in a piece of clothing, the entire garment is threatened because the thread does not stand alone. The thread, although apparently isolated, is connected to the entire fabric. The owner of the piece of clothing would be foolish to say, “Allow the thread to suffer because it caused its own hardship.” No, the owner would say, “Let me care for the thread because it hurts that entire piece of clothing.”


        What if we had this same approach to caring for the poor, if we chose to see one person’s suffering as being a part of the much larger fabric of humanity? Together we wrestle to find dignity, worth, and security. Through the long search, many of us find answers through faith that rescues us from the poverty that plagued our souls long before our economic status was defined. Let’s start seeing people.


      


      



  









  


  Chapter one


  Demystifying Poverty


  

    Have you ever felt like a fraud? That at any moment the people around you might find you out and realize that you weren’t as good as they thought you were? In 2013 I found myself wondering this while I prepared to live on the streets for a week. I was doing this, in part, because I promised my friend Kurt that I would stay in a shelter one night to try to convince him that the shelter was better than the street. (I was wrong about that.) I also decided on this experiment because I knew that I needed to understand homelessness firsthand, even if only for a week. While there’s a huge difference between living on the streets by choice and because there are no other options, I had to get as close to it as possible.


    The night before I was to live among those experiencing homelessness, I didn’t sleep at all. I wondered how I would get food, a tent, or how I would survive the below-freezing temperatures at night and the rain that was expected in downtown Atlanta for the next week. I thought about my safety and what my kids would think of me as they watched me do this. I doubted whether the idea would make any impact or matter at all. I wrestled with questions:


    What’s going to change if I do this?


    Would I be able to help anyone?


    Am I the right person to do this?


    The fears, doubts, and questions swirled in my mind until the morning came. I had already told a lot of people that I was going to do it, so I couldn’t back out now. (But I did think about it.)


    That night, my wife and kids drove me to the spot where I was going to sleep. We pulled up under the bridge on the side of the interstate.


    Cecilia turned to me. “It’s time,” she said. “There’s no turning back.”


    My daughter, Zion, in the back seat asked, “Dad are you going to help some people?”


    “I hope so,” I told her.


    I opened the door to the back seat of the car and hugged my three-year-old son and six-year-old daughter, “I’ll be home on Christmas. I love you.”


    The sun had already set and I could barely see the tents of the other people who called the space under the bridge their home. The ground was damp from the rain that made its way from the hill next to us.


    I walked up to the group of people huddled around one another. I had visited a few days before and told them I was coming. A man named Robert, one of the guys who stayed in this area, recognized me from before and ran over to me with open arms.


    He had lived on the streets on and off since his early teens. He came from a single mom who struggled with drug abuse, and not long after he followed in her footsteps, leading him to his current situation. Robert made me think about the many people searching for a place to call home.


    Robert was one of the friendliest guys you’d ever meet—humble, funny, welcoming. He was the first person to talk to me and ask me my story.


    Immediately after learning why I was there, Robert took it upon himself to collect a bunch of things that I was going to need to survive. He walked around to the different tents and groups of people curled up in blankets to see if anyone had extras. To my surprise, it didn’t take long for him to round up a tent and a few blankets from their already limited resources. I tried to tell him I couldn’t take those supplies, that they needed them more than me, but he insisted. “We have to stick together,” he told me, “this is how it works here.” His reassuring words and the wind blowing through my sweatshirt wore my resistance down, and I thanked him and the others for their kind welcome.


    I set up my tent and my blankets, and it almost looked as if I were merely on a camping trip, but as I looked around me, the sick, the hungry, the cold, and the hopeless definitely were not on a camping trip. These people were fighting for their lives.


    Another man walked over to my tent, and Robert introduced us. Mark also was living under the bridge, so I asked him how long he had lived here. As we were talking, others in the group decided to walk to a shelter to charge their phones and try to get food. We decided to join them. It was still pouring and windy, but we continued walking through the elements for what I shortly found out was a mile and a half walk.


    We finally made it to the shelter, soaked through and shivering from the freezing cold. The shelter downtown was crowded; the only spots for us to sit were on the ground or on a few metal chairs scattered throughout the lobby area. Just as we were starting to warm up and revive our dead phones, an employee told us, “Hey, you guys gotta get going. We’re closing for the night.”


    I looked around at my friends and thought about having to go back outside in the elements. I asked the worker, “Do you think we could just stay here for a while? It’s cold outside, about to drop to ten degrees tonight.”


    He said, “Don’t get mad at me because you chose this life” (his exact words).


    Unsure how to respond, my friends and I gathered our stuff and made our way back outside. Tasha leaned over and said to me, “See, this is how they treat you when you’re homeless.” I kept asking myself, How do you find home when you are being treated like this?


    I later learned that this particular shelter stopped allowing people to sleep overnight in the lobby, and people experiencing homelessness could only stay there for short periods of time before they had to move on to another place. However, the shelter did have programs on different floors where those experiencing homelessness could sleep. To sleep there, however, a person had to be addicted to a substance, and each program only could take a certain amount of people.


    “Come on. There’s another shelter a mile down the road,” Mark said. I couldn’t imagine walking another mile in the rain and cold, but I quietly followed. We still hadn’t had anything to eat for dinner, so I asked Mark how we were going to get food. “I don’t know,” he said. “Pray. Pray someone will bring us something.”


    No one brought us anything, though, and the next shelter didn’t have anything to offer or any space. We were turned away, still wet, still cold. Mark said our best bet was to beg for food. He brought me to a busy street corner where we stood in the rain begging for money to get something to eat. My cell phone was dying, my socks and shoes were wet, and no one gave us anything. With no other options or places to go, we decided to go home. We walked back to our spots under the bridge, and I crawled into my tent and thought that maybe if I slept the night would go by faster.


    I didn’t have any cardboard or anything to put under the tent. So when I laid down on the thin, vinyl tent bottom, I felt every rock, uneven surface, sharp edge, and the wet dirt of the ground beneath me.


    I only lasted a few minutes before I got out of my tent to ask Robert, “How do you do that? Just sleep on the ground like that?”


    “I don’t know, you just sleep through it.”


    Back in my tent, I laid down on the rocks and tried to fall asleep. My toes were numb in the wet December cold. The gravel seemed harder from the temperature drop. Some tents were close together because the closeness added a little extra heat—or maybe not. People were frustrated with the weather and wondering if they would make it through the night. I wondered the same thing.


    After a few minutes, I heard people next to my tent cursing at each other. A woman was yelling at the man beside her, “Where is it? Where is it?” The man responded over and over again, “I don’t know. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    I slipped my head outside my tent to see what they were fighting about. They told me they were missing a case of water. I rolled over in my tent and listened to them fight for a few more minutes. I wasn’t used to people fighting about a basic need. No one was cutting someone’s car off in traffic or arguing about where to get dinner. They were fighting about water!


    The cycle of trying to sleep, getting up, talking to the others outside, losing feeling in my fingers and toes, and then trying to sleep again went on all night. That’s when I started talking with a guy named Sam. We stood outside by a bin where the community was burning extra clothes that had been donated to keep warm through the night. Sam was quiet but eventually told me a little about himself. He told me he married young but found out his wife had cheated on him. She also gave him HIV and shortly after that left him.


    He moved to Atlanta and got a temp job but continued to wrestle with depression and isolation. Eventually, his depression consumed him; he couldn’t get up to go to work and didn’t know what to do to address his depression. His uncertainty about how to deal with everything drew him deeper into physical poverty, which landed him on the side of the interstate with dozens of others. It saddens me every time I think about his isolation.


    I asked him about my feet: “Man, what do you do? My toes are cold.” That’s when he went into his tent and brought me out his last pair of donated socks.


    “You don’t need these?” I queried.


    “Nah, man, you can use them. You gotta get through the night.”


    Completely surprised and astonished by the generosity of these people who had so little, I told him I couldn’t take his socks, that he needed them more. Together, we stared at the fire for a few more minutes. I saw my friend Mark on one of the hills that overlooked the highway next to the baseball stadium. I walked next to him and stood by him for a few minutes in silence. We watched the cars pass by us.


    Mark broke the silence, “See, bro, this is why I respect you. ’Cause most churches, they come out here, pass out stuff, and they leave. We may never see them again, but you stay with us.”


    He continued, “Look at the cars. Look at all these people just passing by. Why don’t people stop and see us? They know we up here. They know we up here.”


    He shook his head and repeated, “They know we up here . . . they know we up here.”


    And he was right. We do know. We know that millions of people go to bed hungry in our country. Thousands of these people are in our cities. Many of them are in our neighborhoods and right next door.


    What separates us? What keeps us at arm’s length? What creates this mystifying divide?


    

      The Truth of Overcoming Poverty


      If we’re honest, at best we’re apathetic toward the poor and the men, women, and children who live under the bridges. Most of us have actually been taught to act this way. What did your parents do when you drove past someone begging on the street? Look straight ahead. Don’t make eye contact. I bet we do something similar with the poor, the homeless. Most of us ignore these people.
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