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        The entire law is summed up

        in a single command:

        “Love your neighbor as yourself.”

        Galatians 5:14

      

      

      

      
        
        Happiness resides not in possessions,

        and not in gold,

        Happiness dwells in the soul.

        Democritus
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      Bruder—brother

      Dat—father

      Danki—thank you

      Englischer—non-Amish person

      Gem gschehne—you’re welcome

      Gotte—God

      Grandkinner—grandchildren

      Gudemariye—good morning

      Gut—good

      Kapp—prayer covering

      Mamm—mom

      Nein—no

      Ordnung—unwritten rules of the community

      Wunderbaar—wonderful

      Ya—yes

      Youngie—young adult or teenager
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      “Is my kapp straight?”

      “It’s pinned to your head. Probably wouldn’t move if we had a tornado pass through.”

      “What about my dress?”

      “What about it?” Gina tsked as she straightened Agatha’s white apron over her forest green dress. “You look nice, but I really think your bishop should allow blue jeans for these occasions.”

      “Nope. When I’m wearing blue jeans, we’re usually being chased by a murderer.”

      “I don’t think you need to worry about that today.” Gina stood back, cocked her head to the side, then glanced out the window. “They’re here. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      At fifty-seven years old, Agatha Lapp was neither thin nor heavy, short nor tall. She’d landed in the middle, and she thought it was a good place to be. Her hair had grayed considerably since she’d moved to Texas three years earlier, but that didn’t bother her as much as she thought it might.

      She liked living in Texas. She liked everything about her B&B. She’d added two additional cabins to the three that had already been on the property. All of the cabins were down near the river—the Guadalupe River which ran along the east side of her property. The main house was on the west side, with gardens and a brick path leading from one to the other. On the south side was the barn, pasture for her horse, and vegetable garden. The main house and grounds needed a little updating. Those areas would be the focus of the remodel project.

      Agatha walked out of her private quarters, through the kitchen, which still looked like it had always looked, and into the sitting room. Was she really going to do this? It seemed as if she was. The furniture had been carted off by Joey Troyer, who helped at the B&B three days a week. Before leaving on his vacation, he’d stored everything neatly in the barn, next to Doc’s stall. The floors in the main part of the house had been covered with paint tarps, and the few pictures she decorated with had been taken off the walls.

      She was ready to officially begin the renovation.

      Peeking out the front door she saw her neighbor Tony talking to Tamara Bishop from Channel 4 news. She hoped Tamara wasn’t asking Tony about the two murders they’d helped solve. Agatha had run to Tony’s place after finding Russell Dixon dead behind one of her cabins. That had been followed the next year by the murder of Nathan King on the other side of the river. Both of those were stories for another day. Today she was going to focus on the positive.

      Speaking of the positive, she hoped they could get this interview done with quickly and let the workers begin the renovation. Tamara Bishop was now leaning closer to Tony. In Agatha’s opinion, Tamara didn’t look old enough to be a newscaster, but then what did she know of such things? She was Plain. She didn’t even own a television.

      Behind the Channel 4 people was a group of workers from Dewald Renovations. They seemed mildly amused by the attention the job site was receiving, leaning against trucks and vans. She was surprised at the number of people it took to do a small renovation job, but then they had promised to finish in three weeks—two weeks if at all possible. The head of the company, Derrick Dewald, was also waiting. Derrick was in his 50s, built like a bull, and wore tiny spectacles whenever he needed to read. He’d explained that he liked to be present when a job started to make sure his crews understood what they were supposed to do and how they were supposed to do it.

      Tony glanced toward the screen door, noticed Agatha, and smiled. Antonio Vargas was a bright spot in Agatha’s life.

      Tony’s black hair was tinged with gray, but his build remained trim. He had a ready smile. His brown eyes sparkled and his brown skin had deepened in color from his long hours on the river that skirted both of their properties. He’d become a fishing guide the year before. Agatha’s guests adored him.

      He was a retired detective, nearly ten years older, her next-door neighbor, and her friend. He was actually more than her friend. She was self-aware enough to admit that. Agatha had been a widow for nearly twenty years. Tony’s wife had passed from this life to the next the year she’d moved into the B&B which was only two years earlier. It seemed longer. What they’d been through together made it seem as if they’d always been friends—more than friends. She wasn’t sure what she thought of the way Tony looked at her sometimes, the way his gaze made her heartbeat pick up a notch, the way her emotions soared when he kissed her.

      She shook away those thoughts, determined to focus on the task at hand. Pushing through the screen door, she offered a bright “Gudemariye.” The reporter looked confused, but Tony smiled.

      “Morning, Agatha.”

      “Tony.”

      “Ms. Bishop was just telling me that since Channel 4 News purchased the local newspaper your story will appear in both. You’re going to be on television as well as included in the next newspaper issue—a feature story. Front page stuff.”

      Agatha almost rolled her eyes. She didn’t care if she was on the first page or the last page or any page in between. She had only agreed to do the remodel because her bishop thought it would be good publicity for the other Amish businesses.

      “You’re not breaking our Ordnung, Agatha,” Bishop Schrock had explained. “Those rules of no pictures apply to pride…glamour shots, that sort of thing. To lift up your other Amish neighbors, to show the local community how we’re trying to be a part of all that is here in Hunt County…that’s a good and selfless thing to do.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Agatha said to Tamara.

      Agatha didn’t know what she expected a reporter to look like, but Tamara wasn’t it. She wore jeans, boots, and a western shirt. Her blonde hair fell straight and was pulled over her left shoulder. Agatha wondered if she was even twenty-two. Had she gone to college? Maybe newscasters didn’t need a degree.

      Tamara’s blue eyes studied Agatha with surprising frankness. “Thank you for allowing us to do this piece. I understand that Amish in general shun the spotlight.”

      “Oh, ya. That’s true, for sure and certain.”

      Agatha noticed Gina shaking her head and making slashing motions across her throat. Gina Phillips was her closest Englisch friend other than Tony. She was fifty-one and gray haired, with the athletic build of a long-distance runner, though any talk of running always caused her to shake her head and mumble as she walked away. Gina helped Agatha run the B&B, and she was always quick to point out when Agatha was putting on the thick Amish accent good and strong.

      “This is Cooper Knox.” Tamara nodded toward a tall, lanky young man with a scraggly beard and long hair. He held a large camera and boom mike. “Let’s take a look and see where the best place to set up might be.”

      They decided on the living room.

      Agatha was pleased with the way the morning summer sun shone through the large plate-glass windows. The room had good bones, as she’d heard the old-timers say. The entire house did. When her brother Samuel purchased it, he’d done little to update the place. Samuel wasn’t what you’d call handy. He’d been more of a dreamer, and not a day went by that Agatha didn’t miss him and his wife Deborah.

      Agatha had taken over running the B&B two years earlier. She’d added the two cabins and solar panels and updated the garden areas. It was past time to renovate the house.

      “While Cooper sets up, is there somewhere we can sit so I get some background material?”

      “Of course.” Agatha led her into the kitchen.

      Gina had made raspberry scones and brewed fresh coffee. She bustled about putting everything on plates as Agatha and Tamara sat at the table. Tony stood in the doorway, motioning outside, then sending her a questioning look. She shook her head quickly, then said, “Join us, Tony. You’re better at these things than I am.”

      “I doubt I’ll be much help. It’s been some time since I’ve been interviewed by Channel 4 News…”

      “You were interviewed a number of times when you were a detective for the Hunt Police Department.” Tamara consulted her notepad, then started reciting dates.

      Tony held up a hand to stop her. “That was when I was on the job. I’m retired now. No one cares to interview a fishing guide.”

      Tamara looked about to argue with him, but instead she accepted the hot coffee, took an appreciative sip, and one bite of the scone. “Delicious,” she said, earning a satisfied look from Gina that turned into a frown when Tamara pushed the unfinished scone away and pulled out her phone.

      “Do you mind if I record your answers?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Great!” She tapped something on the phone, and pushed it to the middle of the table. Consulting her pad, she started with a simple question. “You’ve been in Texas two years now. What do you think about the area?”

      Tony had warned Agatha that she should expect questions about her brother, his death, and the two murders they had helped to solve. She’d braced herself for that, but now she relaxed. It was easy to talk about her new life in Texas.

      “I love it, which is why I’m renovating the B&B.”

      “So you plan to stay in the area?”

      “I do.”

      “Even though you’ve been involved in three separate murders?”

      And there it was. That hadn’t taken long. Tony slipped her an I told you so look.

      “Nein. Only two.” As if that sounded any better.

      “Three if you count the death of your brother Samuel and his wife, Deborah. Or perhaps that would make it four since they both died.”

      “That was an accident.”

      Gina was banging pots onto the stove, apparently unhappy with the direction the interview was going. She’d warned Agatha against doing it. She’d said that all news reporters were vultures.

      “An accident,” Agatha repeated firmly.

      When Tamara tapped her pen against her pad of paper, as if waiting for a better explanation, Tony stepped in. “You can check with Lieutenant Bannister. The deaths of Samuel and Deborah were determined to be an accident. No criminal charges were brought.”

      “And is it true that you refused to file a civil suit?”

      Tamara had apparently done her homework.

      “It’s true.”

      “And your involvement in the murder of Russell Dixon?”

      “I didn’t mean to be involved, it’s only that it happened here on the property so…”

      “Well, as they say…no such thing as bad publicity.”

      Agatha had no idea how to respond to that, so she remained silent and waited for the next question.

      “What about the murder of Nathan King?”

      “That one happened across the river,” Gina clarified, banging a cabinet door shut. “How about you ask her questions about the B&B?”

      Tamara arched a perfectly manicured eyebrow, but nodded slightly.

      “Tell me about the renovations.”

      Finally! Agatha discussed the plans she’d gone over with her contractor. They’d be replacing flooring, adding skylights, even removing walls. “Our goal is to keep things plain and simple…”

      That earned a palm to the forehead from Gina.

      “…but also updated and inviting.”

      “Wonderful.” Tamara picked up her phone, tapped a couple of keys, presumably to stop the recording, and stood. Since she wasn’t going to pull anything out of Agatha about the murders, she was apparently ready to get on with her assignment. “Let’s see if Cooper is ready for us.”

      Tamara’s boss had explained to Agatha over the phone what they wanted to do: take a few pictures to put in their online edition and upload video of Agatha in a hard hat, knocking the first hole in the interior wall that they’d decided to demolish.

      The hard hat Derrick handed her was yellow, plastic, and too large for her head. She passed on it as well as the safety vest. Did they think she was going to work all day? Derrick also attempted to give her a sledgehammer, but she could barely lift it off the floor. Instead, she accepted the large rubber hammer that Tony had found in his garage. It looked more like a mallet really, something she might play croquet with. Tony spoke with Cooper for a moment—something about lighting and angles and drywall. Finally, he walked over to a midpoint in the wall and tapped a spot shoulder high. “Right here, Agatha. Just let her rip.”

      Let her rip?

      What did that even mean?

      “Hit it with all you’ve got,” Gina whispered, then moved to the far side of the room.

      Once Agatha was in place, Tamara stood to the side and Cooper picked up his large video camera, hoisting it to his shoulder.

      “We’re here this morning with Agatha Lapp, owner of Agatha’s Amish B&B. Agatha is commencing a renovation project, and she’s been gracious enough to allow us to record the first step of the demolition work.”

      Tamara turned toward Agatha and smiled brightly. Agatha glanced at Tony and Gina, who both nodded their heads in encouragement. They reminded her of bobbleheads. She somehow reined in the laughter that threatened to spill, picked up the hammer, and smashed it into the wall. A few chunks of plaster fell to the ground as a bit of dust rose.

      “That was rather fun,” she admitted to Tamara.

      The newscaster motioned for her to give it another shot, and she did. She gave the drywall several more smacks. She focused completely on raising the rubber hammer and hitting the exact spot on the wall with “all she had.” Only after she’d lowered the hammer and turned to her friends did she notice their reactions. Gina’s eyes were wide and her right hand covered her mouth. Tony’s brow was furrowed in concern. Cooper had stepped closer with his video equipment. The red dot told her he was still filming. But what was he filming?

      She looked down at her dress, noticing she’d covered herself with drywall.

      Then she heard Tamara say, “Can we get a close up of that?”

      A close up of what?

      She turned in the direction that Cooper was moving, peered into the hole, and saw sunlight splash off something shiny. Tony was at her side, cautioning, “Don’t touch it, Agatha.”

      Tamara was blathering on about how viewers never knew what they’d see on Channel 4 News.

      Gina was at her side, peering in at the thing, and then Tony was back, wearing a pair of disposable gloves that he’d fetched from her cleaning supplies. He reached into the hole and retrieved a bag that had been stapled to a piece of lumber which supported the drywall. He pulled it out and they all crowded in, staring at the western belt buckle that sparkled with what looked to Agatha like diamonds.
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      Tony joined Agatha at the small table in the memorial area of the garden that she’d created for Samuel and Deborah. He understood that it was her place of refuge, where she could force things back into their proper perspective. Colorful impatiens bloomed from clay pots, a small fountain gurgled, and summer sunlight occasionally pierced the canopy of live oak trees. Beyond the garden area and past the cabins she’d built lay the Guadalupe River, sparkling and peaceful.

      She’d brought this property back to life. She’d brought him back to life at a time when he thought nothing remained worth caring about. He couldn’t ask for a better neighbor, or a better friend. He thought he might be in love with her, but that was a conversation they’d been putting off for the last few months.

      Agatha’s cat Fonzi sat on a brick paver in a spot of sunlight, his eyes closed, a soft purr emanating from him. Tony was thinking that the cat might be right, that a nap might be just the thing he needed, but first he needed to explain to Agatha what had happened. He dropped into the seat across from her.

      “Construction guys are gone. Said they’d be back tomorrow.”

      “Now they’re behind schedule, before they were even able to get started.”

      “The police are almost finished.”

      She made a face.

      “You’re under strict orders to call them if the remodel crew finds any other anomalous items.”

      “Anomalous?”

      “Irregular, strange, unusual.”

      “I know what the word means.” She tapped her fingertips against the small table’s metal top. “Like diamonds? If I find any more diamonds in my walls then I should call them?”

      Tony smiled. “Sounds like you need a walk down by the river.”

      “Indeed I do.”

      It was now nearing noon, which in Texas, in August, usually meant you should hide inside. But this day was pleasant, almost as if it were compensating for the way Agatha’s morning had gone askew. They walked down the path, past her cabins and to the banks of the river.

      “Did you see the way that woman—”

      “Tamara?”

      “The way Tamara was fawning over the buckle?”

      “I did.”

      “Why do people get so excited about diamonds, Tony? It’s not as if it’s something you can take with you at the end of your life. Amish don’t wear jewelry. I know a lot of our ways seem odd, but perhaps, on this one, we’re right.”

      “It wasn’t just any diamond, Agatha. That belt buckle belonged to John Waynard.”

      “You’re making that name up.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Sounds like—”

      “John Wayne? Yeah. It does. How do you know about John Wayne?”

      “Gina insisted I watch True Grit at her place. Said I couldn’t possibly live in Texas without seeing a western. I must say it was interesting, especially when Rooster Cockburn picked up the girl—”

      “Mattie.”

      “That’s it. When he picked up Mattie, after she’d been bitten by those snakes, then rode with her until the horse collapsed. That part made me cry. It was quite the story.”

      “John Waynard grew up around here. As you can imagine, he suffered somewhat from his name being so close to The Duke’s.”

      “Who?”

      “John Wayne’s. Anyway. Growing up, John Waynard loved to participate in area rodeos. He did okay. Not great; maybe a little above average. Then his dad made a fortune in real estate, and John went to work for his old man. He put those dreams of riding the rodeo circuit behind him.”

      “I love it when you tell me stories.”

      She smiled up at him, and Tony marveled that the tension could slip away from her so easily. She didn’t hold on to a thing, and that was a precious gift indeed.

      He reached for her hand, and they continued their walk along the river, passing from her property to his. Crickets chirped and birds called out to one another. A bass hit the surface of the water, then slid back into the stream.

      “Along about the time John’s father died, and John’s fortune hit the hundred-million-dollar mark, he had a belt buckle made. A diamond belt buckle.”

      “And that’s what was in my wall?”

      “Yes. It is.”

      “How do you know it’s not a fake?”

      “Why would anyone hide a fake? No, what you found this morning was the real deal—the John Waynard Buckle.”

      “Someone robbed him.”

      “In 1998.”

      She stopped and turned toward him. “You worked the case?”

      He shook his head. “I was on the force, but I wasn’t a detective then. Still, it was the talk of the area. For years after that you’d see people with metal detectors in the strangest places, looking for that belt buckle that was studded with two dozen diamonds.”

      “Sounds like a lot.”

      “It is. That buckle is worth half a million dollars, at least.”

      Agatha shrugged. Tony understood that money didn’t impress her. If she had what she needed, if her friends and family were provided for, then she had no desire for more.

      “The police will return it to Mr. Waynard?”

      “No, he passed a few years ago. But it will be returned to his family. Lieutenant Bannister will take care of that.”

      “Wunderbaar.”

      “We may never know who stole it. Maybe it doesn’t even matter now.”

      “They stole it and then for whatever reason they hid it in my wall.”

      “Looks that way.”

      “Why wouldn’t they come back for it?”

      “Maybe they couldn’t. Maybe they were incarcerated for something else, or maybe they died.”

      She nodded as if that made sense. “I’m sure the police, or the then-detective, interviewed the usual suspects.”

      “Yup. And then the case went cold—as many cases do.”

      Agatha stopped and looked back toward her place. “I just want to finish the renovations, then go visit my family in Indiana. I want to come back the first week of September and re-open. Is that going to be a problem?”

      He pushed her kapp strings behind her shoulders. “It shouldn’t be.”

      “It’s not like this is a murder.”

      “Correct.” He pulled her into his arms, and they stood there, in the August noonday sun. Kissing her softly on the lips, he breathed in the smell of her, the essence of Agatha. After a moment, she stepped away, and he turned them back toward her house. “Police should be gone by now, and Gina said not to be late for lunch.”

      “She’s never happy when officers traipse through the house. What are we having?”

      “Sandwiches on fresh baked bread, salad from your garden, and homemade peach pie.”

      “Ahhh.”

      “That’s what I was going to say.”

      But as they walked back up the hill toward the B&B, Tony realized that something wasn’t sitting right with the whole story of Waynard’s diamond buckle. He didn’t know exactly what. It was like having something on the lens of your glasses, something just barely in your field of vision, but not clear enough to see. Only this thing was in his mind. It was probably nothing, but he’d learned to listen to his instincts when they started tapping on his consciousness.

      He’d have lunch with Agatha and Gina, then do a Google search. If that didn’t satisfy his itch, he still had friends in the Hunt PD. Someone would know what it was that he was trying to remember. He’d check it out, make sure that Agatha wasn’t in any danger, and then their summer could get back on track.
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      Three hours later Tony found himself sitting outside the police department, in a small alcove that had been designated a smoking area. Julia Perez sat on the adjacent bench, studying him through a blue haze of smoke.

      “Your girlfriend Agatha has landed in the middle of things again.”

      “She has, through no fault of her own. The whole Waynard buckle case is bothering me, but I can’t put my finger on why.”

      Julia apparently wasn’t ready to move on from the subject of his love life. “You’re Catholic and she’s Amish. How is that supposed to work? Are you going to give up electricity and sell your truck? Or is she going to hop into modern society?”

      “I don’t know, Julia. We haven’t exactly addressed the fine details of our relationship yet.”

      “Huh.” She took another drag off the cigarette. “I couldn’t bring you the case file. Tami Griffin is in the office today and that woman watches me like a hawk.”

      “Or you’re a little paranoid.”

      “Or both. Anyway, I read through the file on John Waynard.”

      “Old case.”

      “Very. I was still able to dance the Cotton-eyed Joe in those days.”

      “You’re still able to do that.”

      She waved that observation away. Julia had been the police department secretary for as far back as Tony could remember. Even then, back in the old days, she’d run a tight ship. He wasn’t too worried about who would win in a power struggle between Julia and Officer Griffin. Officers came and went. Julia remained.

      “The robbery happened in 1998. The thing that’s bothering you…the thing you can’t remember…is that you were supposed to go to Huntsville and interview Sean Neal.” When he still didn’t comment, she added, “It was four years ago, nearly twenty years after the original crime. Neal was on death row for a murder one conviction.”

      Tony stared off across the parking area. The details of the case were coming back, like falling into a familiar dream.

      “He sent us a letter. Said he had information about the location of Waynard’s buckle.” Tony shook his head. “Whatever came of that? It’s like a giant black hole in my memory.”

      “Because you never went. That was the week Camila received her diagnosis. You were with your wife at MD Anderson in Houston.”

      “Right.” It came rushing back—the pull of the job and the need to be with Camila. The shock of her stage four cancer. The diagnosis that consumed the remaining time he had with her. That wasn’t quite true. They’d had moments of grace even in the midst of their personal tragedy.

      “Blake Goodwin was assigned to go instead.”

      Tony laughed. “I haven’t thought about Goodwin in years.”

      “He retired six months after you did, moved over to Uvalde.”

      “Okay. So what did the interview notes say?”

      “There were no interview notes because there was no interview.” She waited until Tony looked directly at her.

      He knew that expression, knew by the way she was tapping her left foot that he was nearly out of time. Julia didn’t suffer fools or people wasting her time.

      “There was no interview because Neal was killed while Goodwin was on his way down there.”

      “Huh.”

      “Supposedly just a prison fight that got out of hand.”

      “Okay.”

      “There’s more.”

      “How could there be more?”

      “I did a cross check. Not long after Neal was killed there were two break-ins at Agatha’s house.”

      “No way. I might have been preoccupied with Camila, but I would have noticed a break-in next door.”

      “This was when the house was empty, before Samuel bought it. Again, you were probably at MD Anderson. Didn’t you practically live down there for six months?”

      “Yeah. We stayed at one of those hotels that offer weekly rates.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands interlocked. “So what came of the burglaries?”

      “Nothing. The report indicates it was probably kids messing around. There wasn’t anything there to steal. The house had sat empty for about a year.”

      There wasn’t anything there to steal. But maybe there was something there that had already been stolen. And just maybe the people who broke in knew that. They would have looked around, maybe even gone as far as searching behind the air conditioning grates. But they wouldn’t have thought to knock down a wall.

      Julia stubbed out her cigarette in a canister filled with sand and a dozen other butts. He hoped they weren’t all hers.

      “Thanks, Julia.”

      “Are you worried?”

      “Yes.”

      “Want to have an extra patrol put on Agatha’s place?”

      He thought about that. But what was left to steal? Whatever had been hidden there had been found. “Not necessary. I’ll keep an eye on the place.”

      He’d turned and walked away when she called him back.

      “For what it’s worth, Camila would have liked her.”

      He nodded once, then hurried to his truck. Julia was right. Camila would have liked Agatha. They would have been the best of friends if they’d ever known each other.

      They were both good-hearted, practical women.

      They were both extremely stubborn.

      There was no way Agatha was going to let him sleep on her front porch to ward off some possible wannabe burglar. Plus, the place hadn’t been broken into since she’d moved in. More than likely, whoever was involved had either died or moved on.

      Was it a coincidence that Sean Neal was killed before Goodwin could interview him? Tony could see how a thief might think the Waynard buckle would be worth killing for. That bar was pretty low for some people. But there was a problem with that scenario. A common thief couldn’t get a man killed in a maximum-security prison. That took someone with ties to prisoners on the inside, or connections to a corrupt guard.

      Did any of that matter? By noon the next day Tamara’s front page article would be published in paper and on-line. Everyone would know the Waynard buckle had been found and returned to its rightful owner. Case closed.

      They’d also know where it was found.

      And if anything else was hidden there, those involved would be determined to reclaim it before more walls were demolished.

      He slowed, then parked on the side of the road and put in a call to Lieutenant Bannister. The man answered on the second ring with a curt “Bannister.”

      Tony laid out what he knew and asked him to reopen the Waynard case. Bannister flatly refused. The robbery was over twenty years old. He didn’t have the man power or the resources to commit to cold cases. End of discussion.

      Tony made a U-turn, drove back into town, and stopped by their only sporting goods shop. He purchased three wildlife cameras—high-tech ones that would allow him to set an alert to go to his phone. More than likely he was overreacting, but if someone did come snooping around Agatha’s place, he wanted to be the first to know.
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