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Manhattan, New York


FOR VISION-IMPAIRED USERS, AUDIO DESCRIPTION OF LIVE VIDEO PROVIDED BY AI AUDIO ASSIST.


A young woman has the camera in selfie mode as she goes through a door into a modern apartment and walks into the kitchen area. She removes her overcoat and places some shopping bags on the kitchen counter.


ELLY: Hey there, friends, Elly here, thought I would do a live video and let you in on a little secret. It’s our six-month anniversary tomorrow...


The young woman holds her left hand to the camera, displaying her wedding ring and an engagement ring with a large white diamond.


ELLY: ...And I wanted to surprise James tonight. Don’t worry about him seeing this video, by the way. I noticed this morning that he’s left his phone on the nightstand, so there’s, like, no way this will ruin the surprise before he gets home from work. So, I’ve been shopping...


She puts a grocery bag on the counter and begins to unpack.


ELLY: I got some eggs, flour, cream, and, of course, this box of foolproof chocolate-brownie mix, because I’m terrible in the kitchen, as we all know. Like, I can’t even make cookies. And brownies are a favorite of my gorgeous new husband, so, like, why not. Homemade brownies, from a box, but, like, maybe we could just keep the box thing to ourselves and pretend it’s my own recipe.


She arranges the shopping on the counter and rolls up her sleeves.


ELLY: I know it’s for my husband, but for me this still qualifies as my random act of kindness for the week, hashtag RAK. Let me know in the comments what your random act of kindness is going to be this week, or maybe you’ve already done it, so let me know. Spread the kindness, guys, and let everybody know...


*thud*


She turns round, distracted by the thumping noise.


ELLY: What was that, guys? Did you hear that? Whatever, ah, I... What else? Yeah, so the rest of my week is pretty exciting; On Thursday I’m having a girly night with my bestie Harriet. I feel like since we got back from honeymoon I’ve been so busy and I’ve seen Harriet at a few parties and we saw that play on Broadway last month and we had that lunch, but, like, we haven’t just, like, gone out and hit a bar like we used to. So, you know, we’re doing that on Thursday because she means so much to me. She was my maid of honor and I just need to make sure that we hold on to that special friendship...


*thud* *thud*


She turns and walks through the apartment.


ELLY: Did you guys hear that again? Like, I definitely heard something...


She opens a door. Inside is a bed. A man and a woman are in the bed. They are naked.


ELLY: Oh my God! OH MY GOD! How could you? How could you?


The phone falls to the floor.
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@kindsofkindness 


[image: ] Oh My God Elly! I’m so sorry.




@dailykindnessandkittens 


Is that James and Harriet??!!!??!!


@betty2013
 

Oh sweetie! That son of a bitch! I’m so sorry! @Elly you so don’t deserve this, you are the kindest sweetest person I know, I just can’t believe they would go behind your back like this?


@startmeup56 


How long do you think they’ve been cheating? Did this start before or after the wedding?


@commandgirl14 


I never liked James. He’s such a piece of shit and I never trusted Harriet. She’s a model and you can’t trust models. Elly I love you.


@Justice4peace60066 


DAAMMMMM girl! You don’t deserve none of that shit, after all your acts of kindness, and all dem people you helped. I know you all about the random acts of kindness, but that don’t get you nowhere in this life girl.


@crystalcool47 


I am shooketh! James!! Harriet!! My heart is [image: ] for you Elly.
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Elly


Elly Parker strode through the crowds in New York’s Grand Central Station and thought about all that she had lost. The painted heavens on the ceiling above shone down on the crowds, but not on Elly.


She was twenty-seven years old.


Two weeks ago, she had everything.


Perfect husband. Perfect apartment. Perfect friends and the perfect job.


And everyone knew it.


She put journalist and social-media influencer on her tax return. She wrote lifestyle pieces for high-end magazines, but most of her income came via social media – YouTube, Instagram and TikTok. Her channels were filled with creative and highly produced videos of her amazing apartment, her fits, her make-up demonstrations – her life.


Because there was another reason Elly was so popular. Her series of videos on random acts of kindness. That is what set her apart. Her account wasn’t just about her, it was about spreading a little love in the big city. Sometimes that was buying a meal for someone living on the street, or giving a bigger tip to a waiter, walking her elderly neighbor’s dog, or even something as small as holding the door open for someone. These she captured and shared on her socials, in the hope that it inspired others to do the same.


It worked.


#RAK regularly trended across social media.


Not only did Elly have the life she had always wanted – she had the life that her five million followers wanted too. None of this had been given to Elly. She had worked hard to win every single one of those followers. They loved her because she never took anything for granted. She had her first ever video pinned to her profile. It showed a much younger Elly, taking thirty bucks to her nearest CVS and buying everything from the make-up counter that a young woman needs to create a great evening look. That video was a reminder, to her followers and to Elly, of how far she had come in six years, and that she was still that young woman who was excited and grateful for every break she got, every lipstick that she received in the mail, and every set of eyeballs on her channels. People loved Elly, because she was just like anyone else who had a dream – except Elly’s dream had come true and she was going to share it with everyone – with grace, a smile, and heartfelt humility.


The problem with sharing your perfect life with millions of people is that millions of people are watching when it falls apart.


Two weeks ago, Elly’s life exploded. And the world watched. She had taken down the video soon after it had happened, but by then it was too late. People had clipped it and were posting it all over TikTok, Instagram, YouTube – everywhere.


Elly’s phone buzzed in her coat pocket. As she reached for it, she checked the time on the gold clock in the station. Almost noon. Her appointment with her agent, Giselle, wasn’t until two o’clock. Elly wanted to ride the train uptown, find a Starbucks and relax for an hour; gather her thoughts, before her meeting. Giselle was fielding interview requests from the New Yorker, Vogue, Rolling Stone, CNN, MSNBC and Fox. Elly was a star in the making. She had opportunities in broadcast television, in publishing, and journalism. She was set to be one of the few social-media stars to jump into the mainstream legacy media. Not that Elly felt like being in the world, not even outside. Apart from the meeting with her agent every Tuesday and Thursday, Elly hadn’t left the hotel. The same hotel she’d booked into the day she found James and Harriet together. She’d hastily stuffed a bag with essentials and retreated to the anonymity of the American hotel experience. She felt exposed. Too much attention for her to deal with right now. She hadn’t posted anything online in two weeks.


Since that live video, everyone wanted her story. Everyone wanted Elly.


Except one person.


Her husband.


As she looked at the ornate celestial ceiling in Grand Central, she thought how different her life would now be if she had ignored the noise coming from her bedroom during her live video. Her friendship groups were all shared by James and Harriet, and she didn’t want to speak to her friends because she knew whatever she said would get back to James and Harriet. Her agent, Giselle, was a shoulder to cry on, for now. But she knew sooner or later she was going to have to deal with her problems. If Giselle had her way, Elly would do that on Morning Joe.


Elly’s boots found the stairs down into the bowels of the city to the subway. She broke left, headed downtown. Her hair tied up at the base of her neck bobbed with her movement. A navy beret helped disguise her general appearance. She didn’t want attention.


She was moving forward. In every way.


She had no choice. She knew that now. The world had shared the pain of her betrayal, and Elly had tried to be strong.


But she wasn’t. Not really.


She could not be in that apartment. It was the scene of their betrayal. She had checked into a hotel, to get away from everyone and everything. Hotels are not real life. They have dry-cleaning on demand, food twenty-four hours a day, and worst of all, a minibar. Except this was a really good hotel, and they had full bottles of wine in the fridge. Last night, after she had opened a second bottle of wine, Elly had sent James a text message.


A single word.


Hello.


No response.


She waited for a half hour. Had another glass of Chardonnay, then called him.


He didn’t answer.


She called him again.


He didn’t pick up.


Over the course of consuming the rest of the bottle, she had called him another six times.


It hadn’t helped that James was now one of the most hated figures on social media. Elly’s TikTok had seen to that. He’d deleted his Instagram along with the rest of his social media. It didn’t stop the hate. Tens of thousands of people pouring abuse onto his name, contacting his friends, his family, his employers. In the two weeks since that live video outing James and Harriet, they had both suffered. Harriet got dropped by her modelling agency and James was fired for bringing his firm into disrepute.


Elly didn’t ask for any of that to happen. She knew it could. And she didn’t stop it. Couldn’t stop it.


None of it helped Elly feel better. Revenge was not sweet. It tasted bitter. She still loved him. Now she had to bear the guilt of ruining two lives as well as managing the pain in her own.


Elly took off her brown leather glove, wiped at the tear on her cheek as she turned the corner for the downtown train and tapped her phone on the scanner as she went through the barrier.


A single set of stairs led down to the platform. It was midday. Not too many commuters around, but New York is never quiet. There are always people.


A man stood at the top of the stairs. He had a cast on his left leg, from below the knee to the top of his foot, and held a crutch in each arm. Even though it was cold, he wore sweatpants with one leg cut away because of the cast, a sweater and a red jacket. He had a thin face, but he wasn’t struggling to hold his weight on those crutches. Even from a distance, Elly could see he had powerful arms and shoulders. He reminded her of boys she knew on the swim team or gymnastics team in college.


But this was no college boy.


He was older. Ten, maybe fifteen years older than Elly. Yet he didn’t look like most forty-somethings. Not to Elly. He looked . . . well, Elly thought he looked just great. He wore a blue baseball hat. He leaned down, still holding the crutch with his right hand, and tried to grab something.


There was a yellow hard-shell luggage case beside him, on rollers. He moved forward a little, gripping the handle and the crutch as he shuffled along, but now he had a new problem. He was trying to get down the stairs, but couldn’t quite figure out how to carry the case and use the crutches to support his weight on the descent. A woman in a long black coat pushed past him, and he fell against the rail. She hollered an apology as she skipped down the steps. He simply smiled. Didn’t show any anger or irritation, just a polite wave of acknowledgement.


After the last two weeks of carnage, Elly found herself stepping toward the man and saying, ‘Do you need some help with your case?’


Perhaps because she wanted to help. Perhaps because she missed the warm feeling that came after she had completed one of her daily random acts of kindness. Perhaps because the guy looked quite pathetic and she felt sorry for him.


At first, he was surprised. His mouth opened and moved, but no words and no sound came out. At this point, she noticed a scar on his chin, just below his lower lip. Pale and wide. An old wound. Then he smiled and said gratefully, ‘Thank you, I managed this far holding it with the crutch and dragging it alongside me, but that doesn’t work with stairs. This is so kind.’


‘No problem,’ said Elly, reaching down. She pressed the button on the extendable handle at the top of the case, pushed it down, took the plastic handle, and picked it up. It wasn’t too heavy, the type of case she liked to use for carry-on baggage when she flew.


A thought occurred to her that two weeks ago, before that viral video, Elly would have asked the man if it was okay for her to take a video for her socials. This would’ve been a good one for her daily random acts of kindness. But not now. Elly didn’t know if she would ever post online again.


She waited a moment until the man got both crutches secure on his arms, lowered them to the first step and then hopped down. He’d bent the broken leg, using it to help his balance as the rubber feet on the crutches found the next step. The crutches clicked as they took his weight, and he said, ‘People have been walking past me for the last five minutes. I didn’t know how I was going to get down to the platform. People in this city are so busy they . . .’


SNAP!


The plastic handle broke off the case.


Not only did it stop the man speaking, but time itself seemed to stop for Elly. She froze. So did the man. They didn’t try to grab the case – no point. Instinctively, Elly’s hand reached for her mouth, and she drew in a fierce gasp.


They watched as it fell, almost in slow motion.


The case hit the steps and bounced into the air, somersaulting and then hitting them again, sending it tumbling down, down, down onto the platform with a dull thunk, and then the case burst open, charging cables, a laptop, underwear, socks – everything spilled out onto the platform.


‘Oh my God, oh my God, I’m soooo sorry,’ said Elly over and over again, like a breathless mantra, as she hustled down the steps.


‘It’s okay. It was an accident,’ said the man, as he slowly and carefully made his way down.


Elly crouched down, instinctively, and began to gather the man’s items, placing them back into the case. She felt sick and useless as she snatched his Calvin Klein underwear from the dirty platform, folded them and stuffed them into the open case. This was all so inappropriate that she felt her cheeks burning with the shame of it.


She was out of breath. Her neck flushed red. Her nervous system flooded with the adrenalin that comes with total, immolating embarrassment.


The man reached the platform and as he tried to bend down to help her retrieve his personal items he overbalanced and fell, twisting to save his broken leg and landing on his ass.


‘Oh. My. God, are you alright? I’m so sorry! Jesus, what have I done?’


‘It’s okay. It’s not your fault,’ said the man.


They were both on the ground: Elly on her knees, the man on his ass. People walked past them, their knees, high heels, jeans and boots marching either side of them.


Elly and the man made eye contact and they both laughed, nervously. It broke the tension and Elly let out a relieved guffaw of laughter.


‘Let me help you up,’ she said, getting to her feet. The man got his good foot beneath him, took Elly’s hand for balance, a crutch in the other, and soon was upright. She gave him his other crutch, and wiped sweat from her forehead. Everything was back in the case now. Not neatly, but it was there. Elly dropped to a crouch, closed over the lid of the case and then felt around the edge, looking for the zipper. She found it.


The zipper was already fully closed.


On closer examination, she discovered the fabric part of the case on one side had come away from the seam attaching it to the hard shell. The case would not stay closed.


She lifted it, one hand underneath, the other hand on top, and said, ‘You don’t have, like, a band or something to hold this together?’


The man shook his head, said, ‘This has not been my week. I’ll have to go repack, leave some stuff at my apartment and take my backpack. I’ve just got time to do that and make it to the airport for my flight home.’


She put the case on the floor, rubbed her head.


‘I feel terrible, I’m so . . .’


‘It’s not your fault. Honestly, I appreciate you trying to help. I can’t manage the stairs yet. I shattered my ankle at soccer practice and I’m still getting used to these damn things,’ he said, holding up one crutch.


Elly felt sick looking at the busted suitcase.


‘How are you going to get this case back to your apartment?’


He stared at it, said, ‘Maybe if I jam it under my arm? That should keep it closed. Could you help me lift it under there?’


Elly sighed, checked her watch. She didn’t have any appointments for hours. This was supposed to be preparation time.


‘How far is your apartment?’ she asked.


‘Just a few blocks over.’


Elly picked up the case, held it closed in her arms, said, ‘Come on, I’ll help you.’


‘No, I couldn’t ask you to—’


‘It’s the least I can do. If I don’t help you, then I’ll just feel awful all day,’ she said.


By the time the man had made his way back up the steps, he was out of breath.


‘Thank you, I actually don’t know how I would make it back without you. I’m Logan,’ he said.


‘Elly,’ she said, and made sure to slow her pace, matching Logan’s unsteady, halted movements with the crutches.


They made it out of the station onto 42nd Street and Logan moved to the crosswalk.


The case wasn’t heavy, even with the contents inside, but it was awkward to hold and walk with the damn thing. She held it tucked underneath her left arm, her fingers just reaching the bottom side. She gripped it tightly and held it closed so it wouldn’t open far enough for his underwear, or anything else, to fall out. As they crossed the street, her left arm began to tire and she switched, awkwardly, almost spilling the case again in the middle of the crosswalk.


‘Jesus, there’s no way you could’ve gotten this thing back to your apartment by yourself,’ said Elly.


‘I know. I was just too embarrassed to ask for help,’ said Logan.


‘You don’t get to be embarrassed – you’re injured. I’m fully functional, but it was me who managed to toss your case down the steps hard enough to break it.’


‘It was the cheap handle,’ said Logan. ‘You’ve been nothing but kind. No one else stopped to help me.’


‘Most people in this city are too busy to help a stranger,’ said Elly. ‘It’s kinda sad. We should help out more.’


They reached the other side of the street and kept going south until they hit 40th. A man in a large, filthy coat sat on a cardboard bed on the corner. No way of telling how old he was. Homeless people age faster. The streets of New York are like time machines. One night on a sidewalk feels like a week. A week feels like a year, and it shows on the faces of the homeless, and in their eyes.


Elly slowed, shifted the case under a different arm so she could reach into her pants pocket. She brought out five dollars and handed it to the man. He looked sleepy. He took the money, quizzically at first, then stared up at Elly. He mouthed a thank-you.


Elly and Logan walked on.


‘You’re a good person, Elly,’ said Logan.


‘I try to do one thing every day to help somebody. I haven’t done that in a while. I’m not really that good of a person,’ said Elly, thinking about James and Harriet. They had both hurt her deeply. A wound that she would carry on her heart for a long time. Yet they didn’t deserve to have their lives ruined for one mistake.


‘You don’t take compliments too easily,’ he said, smiling.


‘Like I said, I’m not so good. I just try to make up for my mistakes. Makes me feel better.’


‘So I’m one of your charity cases? Like that guy on the corner?’ he said again, smiling.


‘Maybe,’ said Elly, ‘but he’s in better shape than you. How did you say you broke your foot?’


‘Ankle, playing soccer. Guy stepped on my foot when I was going for the ball.’


‘Ouch.’


‘You’re telling me. I’ve got plates and screws and all kinds in there . . . Oh, wait, we’re here,’ he said, stopping outside an apartment complex.


It was an old building and from the bags of cement, plaster, buckets and tools piled up in the lobby, it looked as if it was about to get some much-needed maintenance and repairs. Logan hit the button for the elevator and waited.


It was cold outside, but surprisingly warm in the small lobby.


Elly noticed the elevator button hadn’t illuminated when Logan hit it. She wondered if he had not pressed it correctly; he’d still had his arm slung through a crutch at the time. She pressed it, firmly. The button didn’t illuminate. Logan leaned toward the elevator doors, rapidly pressed the call button, and listened for a few seconds. Elly couldn’t hear any of the usual noises that elevators make. No mechanical whirr from the jib wheel lowering the counterbalance, no distant rattle of elevator doors closing on an upper floor. Logan leaned back and looked at the LCD display fixed on the top of the elevator doors.


‘I cannot believe this,’ he said. ‘Yesterday, the garbage chute got blocked, today the elevator. I’m sorry, my building is a mess. My ankle is a mess, and my life is a mess.’


‘It’s okay. What floor are you on?’


‘Third?’ said Logan, the pitch of that one-word reply rising at the end, changing it into a question instead of a statement.


‘Well, I’ve come this far,’ said Elly. ‘No point in leaving you with the case here. Stairs are not your friend. Come on, I’ll race you,’ she said.


‘No fair,’ said Logan, and they both laughed as he pointed Elly in the direction of the stairwell. This was, in so many ways, a pain in the ass for Elly. She hated stairs, but she thought Logan was funny and a little cute in his own way. More than anything else, she was glad of the distraction. This poor guy had busted his ankle, and then Elly had busted his case. For the first time in weeks, she wasn’t thinking about the pain of having been betrayed by the two people in her life that she had loved and trusted the most – she wasn’t thinking about the millions of people who had watched her walk in on her husband while he was in bed with her best friend, she wasn’t thinking about the tsunami of abuse that followed James and Harriet and how, somehow, Elly bore responsibility for that too.


Logan’s broken ankle, broken case and shit-out-of-luck life was making her feel better in every way.


It may have been the third floor, which was better than the eighth floor, but it still meant six flights of stairs, which were just as hot as the lobby. The old pipes snaked along the exposed-brick walls and followed the stairs upwards like thick iron and copper snakes. And, just like snakes, they hissed too. Whatever serious problems this building may have had, heating was not one of them. By the time they reached the third floor and the door to Logan’s apartment, both of them were out of breath and covered in sweat.


‘Thank God,’ said Logan as he put his key in the door and pushed inside.


The apartment was like a lot of spaces in the city for young professionals – small but no doubt ridiculously expensive. A tiny kitchenette on the right. A living space with a tasteful leather couch pointed at a TV, some bookcases, and two doors beyond – one bathroom and one bedroom, she guessed.


Elly brought the case through to the living space, asked, ‘Where do you want this?’


‘Ahm, just dump it on the floor. I can slide it into the bedroom with my feet,’ said Logan, breathing hard from the effort of hopping up the stairs.


He was being mindful that Elly was in a strange place with a strange man, and maybe asking her to step into his bedroom might make her feel uncomfortable. Even though her arms were aching, and she was out of breath and sweating from the stairs, she appreciated the thought.


Logan was alright. Considerate, even.


‘It’s okay, honestly. Where’s the bedroom?’ she asked, between breaths.


‘On the right,’ said Logan, who kept back, giving her space, allowing Elly to push open the door. The bedroom had a double bed, white sheets, a built-in closet and just about enough floor space to walk around the furniture. She dumped the case on the bed, came out of the bedroom and opened her coat, flapped it to help her cool off.


‘I can’t thank you enough,’ said Logan. ‘There’s some water in the fridge if you’d like some. Help yourself to a carton. I’ll just be a minute or two repacking. I just need to find my backpack . . .’


He moved into the bedroom and closed the door. Elly checked her watch. She still had a ton of time. No rush. Her lips were dry, and she really did need something cool to drink. She shook her arms, trying to get blood back into her biceps, then opened the refrigerator. While Logan may have seemed like a woke, hip, metrosexual type of New Yorker, he was still a guy, and this was definitely a guy’s fridge.


Some elderly vegetables in a drawer, a jar of mustard, jar of peanut butter, some milk and half a dozen cartons of water. No plastic bottles; cartons of Icelandic spring water. Obviously, Logan was passionate about the environment too.


Elly exposed her neck to the cool air from the refrigerator, took a carton of water, opened it, and enjoyed a long drink. Still with the door open, the air cooling her skin, she drank most of the carton. Closing the fridge, she looked toward the bedroom. The door wasn’t fully closed, just shut over. Elly took the opportunity to take a better look around the apartment.


It all appeared clean and nicely decorated. Neutral colors, two windows either side of the TV with a view of the street below, but not much light. A coffee table with some large art books carefully arranged on top. Copies of the New Yorker magazine in a rack on the bookcase. Most of the books were old – the classics, she guessed.


Elly loved books. She took a few minutes to study the racks, noting a couple of titles which were also among her personal favorites.


This Logan guy was really growing on her.


Two bulky garbage bags were piled up behind the door in the short hallway. The only things out of place, really. She remembered him mentioning the garbage chute was blocked, probably the construction workers’ fault, throwing something down there that didn’t belong. She imagined Logan would struggle to get those garbage bags downstairs on his crutches. Poor guy seemed to be having a bad time of it.


Logan was still in the bedroom.


Elly was in two minds. She could leave now, and head back to the station, but Logan was probably heading back that way too. And she wanted to make sure he had a backpack, and that he could manage. She decided to give it another few minutes, walk back that way with him. There was a charm to his helplessness.


And he was proving to be shelter from the nuclear heat of the explosion that had ripped through Elly’s life these past weeks.


For a moment, her mind flashed on the night before, the calls to James that he didn’t pick up. A drunken mistake. Even the thought of it sent waves of loathing through her stomach.


She tried to focus her mind on Logan, and his apartment, and how fate can sometimes lend a helping hand – making sure you meet the right people at just the right time in your life.


But thoughts of her pleasant morning with the man on his crutches didn’t shift the uneasy feeling in her stomach. If anything, she began to feel worse by the second. Her stomach groaned and burbled, and a swell of pain washed her gut. She bent over, took a breath and it passed, but just for a moment. She straightened up and the pain came again. This time, her vision washed in a haze that made the titles on the book spines blur.


Vertigo now.


Her head felt far too heavy for her body, and she had to grab the shelves to maintain her balance.


Elly slipped the carton of water into the large pocket of her overcoat so she could use both hands to steady herself.


She needed some air. She thought of going to the window, but the room was suddenly terrifically hot. Sweat dripped onto the hardwood flooring as she turned and took a step toward the door. She took a second, gathered herself, did some breathing exercises she had learned in yoga class and her head felt a little clearer.


The door. The hallway. The stairs. Air.


In that order.


As soon as Elly let go of the shelves and made for the door, her vision swam, her head spun, and she stumbled. It was as if she was on the deck of a ship being tossed around by waves the size of skyscrapers. More faltering steps couldn’t find her balance, and she fell forward, her hands outstretched to save her. Her left knee took a hit as she went down, and she collided with the garbage bags piled behind the door.


The red bark of agony from her knee somehow cleared her head and she was able to get onto her side and sit up. She blinked, winced and held her knee. There would be a hell of a bruise from that fall. But her vertigo had eased. As Elly slowly gathered her feet beneath her, and using the wall for balance she stood up, it was then she noticed the garbage bags had ripped when she landed on top of them.


They were quite firm and unyielding. As if a box was in the bag.


Elly wiped sweat from her eyes, and for a second thought how clumsy she was. Maybe she was just faint from the effort of carrying the case up all those stairs.


Then she saw something through the rip in one of the garbage bags.


Something that stopped her heart.


She leaned over, put her fingers inside the bag and tore it open. Then did the same to the bag beside it.


Elly froze. Shock rooting her boots to the floor like cement.


There, in the garbage bags . . .


Two.


Yellow.


Broken.


Suitcases.


The handle hanging limp at the top of each one.


The zippers closed.


The fabric between the zipper and the case, ripped.


Both cases were identical in every way to the case she had just carried up six flights of stairs.


Her gut squeezed.


Saliva filled her mouth and Elly moved.


Out the front door, not looking back.


Down the first flight of stairs, clinging to the rail with her left hand in case she lost her balance again and tumbled over the side.


Panting.


Heartbeat rattling like a snare.


Her feet matching that fast tempo, adrenalin taking her down those stairs.


As she half stumbled, half bounced down the steps, she realized, almost absent-mindedly, that her stomach and right leg felt wet. She grabbed the carton of water from her coat pocket. It was leaking, she probably hadn’t sealed it again properly.


Another flight down. Quick turn on the landing, and down another set of steps. The door to the lobby visible now.


As Elly was almost at the bottom of the stairs, she was about to toss the water but saw, strangely, that it was indeed sealed with the cap.


But her hand was wet.


Elly reached the bottom of the staircase, thumped open the door to the lobby of the building and ran for the front door.


In the sunlight, and the cool air, she felt the pain in her knee and the churning nausea return.


Elly doubled over and vomited, violently. The suddenness of the reaction frightened her. She looked at the carton of water again, thinking about taking a drink to wash out her mouth, and then saw where the water was leaking.


A tiny hole in the top of the carton.


The kind that could be made with a pin.


Or the needle from a syringe.


Her vision whirled into a kaleidoscope of colors and random shapes as the carton fell from her hand and the ground came up to meet her. A terrible pain on the side of her head.


Elly used her arms to push herself off the ground and saw the pool of blood where her head had been.


She crawled forward, onto the street.


People passing by.


Knees and shoes and legs all around her, a blur, as she crawled toward the curb.


Voices. The sidewalk. And then the blue sky.


Elly saw a face before her eyes. She was lying on her back, and the homeless man she had given some money to was kneeling over her.


He looked concerned, and he was saying something, but Elly couldn’t understand a word. More faces appeared, obscuring the sky above.


Strangers.


Their lips moving. But Elly couldn’t hear anything.


Then black.


And a deeper, darker silence.
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Eddie


I know two things about civil litigation.


You can win a case in the parking lot.


Civil litigation is anything but civilized.


Give me criminal law any day. With a prosecutor, you know exactly where you stand. They are going to try to bury you and your client. There’s no subterfuge. It’s two armies standing on opposite hills. They charge at each other and meet in the valley. There’s a victor and a loser and a lot of blood left on the ground.


With civil law, your opponent can behave like your best friend, your worst enemy, or they simply hide in the long grass with a rifle aimed at your head. The only thing you can be sure of is that when your opposing counsel opens their mouth, what comes out is anything but the truth. The high-roller civil defense attorneys who represent Fortune 500 companies, insurance conglomerates and pharmaceutical giants, wear five-thousand-dollar hand-cut Italian suits like plate-steel armor. They’ve all been in the wars. They’ve seen things. They don’t shake easily.


I’ve got a reputation as a trial lawyer, and before that as a con artist, but I’m still small-time compared to these guys. Oh, and by the way, they are nearly all guys. There’s more testosterone in a Wall Street civil litigation department than the locker room at the Ultimate Fighting Championship.


Yeah, civil law ain’t civilized in the least.


Then there’s the real battleground. If you can win a case without stepping into the courtroom, so much the better.


I liked parking lots for all major battles.


In every case ever tried, people make the decisions. Judges, or juries. You have to play the people and not the law or the facts.


All good lawyers know that you need a working knowledge of every judge’s personality. Judges are like violins – if you don’t know how to play them properly, they can make one hell of a racket. Great lawyers – they know a lot more. Like the best parking lot close to the courthouse. That’s where the real knowledge pays off.


It was a cold, sunny Monday morning and I was on my way to Kings County civil court for a case discussion with the plaintiff’s lawyers and the judge. My client was Morrie Sirico. He owns an Italian deli in Queens, passed on to him by his father, and his grandfather before him. The place opened in the fifties selling Italian cold cuts, cannolis, tiramisu, coffee and cakes. A sense of community grew around the deli. Old timers can be found there most mornings, blowing steam off their espressos and risking a dollar on the dominoes. Six months ago, the plaintiff, Neville Carmichael, is in the neighborhood and he happens to visit Morrie’s. He buys some good cheese and is on his way out the door when he slips on some prosciutto, which somehow found its way onto the floor, and he lands on his back, injuring himself. The paramedics are called to Morrie’s, and shortly after Neville goes to see a lawyer.


The lawyer sends a letter to Morrie claiming personal injuries for his client and seeking hundreds of thousands of dollars in damages.


A week later, Morrie lands in hot water with the insurance investigator. They’re not happy with Morrie’s paperwork, or his face, so they refuse to indemnify. Now Morrie was facing a lawsuit for half a million dollars in damages for personal injury and he doesn’t have insurance cover.


Civil cases settle. The vast majority of them anyway. That’s not to say the settlement is fair or that justice has been done, but money has been handed over to someone who was wronged or injured. In civil law, it’s all about the money.


How do you get the most money for your client? Or, if you’re a defense attorney, how do you pay the least amount?


You play the game.


Sometimes that’s down to being a good attorney.


Sometimes that’s down to cheating.


Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference.


Sometimes it comes down to where you play the game.


Like I said, I prefer parking lots.


Before I was a trial lawyer, I had a moderately successful run as a con artist hustling insurance companies, criminals and casinos. Grifting is not so different from filing lawsuits, persuading juries, or winning more clients. The big difference in the con game – the hours are better.


Still, the experience I had in my former profession sure helped when it came to the justice game. Like now.


The closest lot to the courthouse is just across Adams Street. This is where the defendants and their families park, corrections officers, bail bondsmen, probation officers, court staff, witnesses, those called to jury service and even the judges.


Just as it’s important to know your judges, knowing where to park can save a lot of time and billable hours.


Only I didn’t use the Adams Street lot. I parked further away, in the Pierrepoint mall, just across the street from Brooklyn Park. It’s further away from the courthouse and it’s more expensive. Seems a bad choice, but it was perfect for me.


There were two reasons to park in the Pierrepoint mall.


The first is the view.


The second is that prosecutors park here. They don’t want to run into the family of a defendant they’ve just successfully convicted in a dark parking lot. So they avoid the lot closest to the courthouse in favor of a quieter place, further away.


I pulled into the Pierrepoint car lot via the underground ramp, but there were no spaces on the first three levels. I needed an elevated view anyway.


I parked on the fourth floor, killed the engine, and retrieved my case files from the trunk of the Mustang. The upper levels were open to the elements, no windows. Open sides to let in air, or let out the smells that accumulate in parking lots. I had made sure to park on the west side of the lot, with a view of Livingstone Street beneath me. I leaned over the concrete barrier and checked my watch.


Anytime now.


There was a federal building down the street, but most of the real estate in this part of Livingstone was occupied by small businesses.


Only three kinds.


Bail bonds.


Orthopedic medical practices.


Personal-injury lawyers. A lot of personal-injury lawyers.


And not all of them the best kind. Someone once joked that if an ambulance drove down Livingstone with its sirens on, before it got to the end of the street there would be fifty lawyers in suits chasing after it.


A brown SUV pulled up on the street outside the law offices of January Jeffers, Esq. Attorney at Law. Jan was one of those guys who would chase the paramedics. Not that there was anything wrong with that, and not that there would be any danger of him catching them. Jan Jeffers looked eighty years old when I passed the bar exam. Now, he looked like he was being held up with coffee, a thousand volts of electricity, and very thin strings.


A small man in an offensively bright orange button-down shirt and black pants got out of the SUV and made his way to the gap between the parked cars outside Jan’s office. Before he could make the four feet between the SUV and the parked cars, his head turned sharply.


A food courier on a bicycle, wearing a green helmet, was almost on top of him. The guy in the orange shirt must’ve heard the screech of brakes from the bike. But the cyclist was going too fast, or the box on his back must’ve weighed too much because he wasn’t slowing down fast enough. He put his feet on the blacktop and they skidded as the brakes on his bike whined. The man in the orange shirt jumped out of the way of the bike, leaping in between the parked cars, and the bike just missed him. He then quickly scrambled back up onto his feet to hurl abuse at the courier, who had managed to come to a stop just a few feet away.


They were too far away to hear what they were saying, but judging by the hand gestures and the hollering, I’d say there was a fair and frank exchange of views. The cyclist pedaled away and the man in the orange shirt was still cursing and waving his arms, and even taking a small run at the cyclist as he left the scene.


The guy in the orange shirt went into Jan’s office. I took a few moments to turn and check the parking lot. No BMW M series in midnight blue. Not yet.


I turned back to the street in time to see Jan leading his client in his orange shirt back out the front door. They didn’t go far. Next door was an orthopedic medical practice. I thought the words medical and practice were doing a lot of heavy lifting on that sign. It might have been more efficient for Jan to just install an internal door in his law office, so clients could walk straight into the orthopod’s office without venturing onto the street. They were a team, Jan and the doc. Jan brought in the clients, the doc wrote up whatever kind of medical report Jan needed after a thorough examination of the client’s wallet.


They were in there for maybe five minutes and hadn’t come out yet.


I heard the sound of a BMW engine. Turned.


M series. Blue. But not the midnight blue Beamer I was looking for.


I swung around just in time to see Jan holding open the doctor’s office door while his client in the orange shirt, now with crutches on each arm, managed to maneuver himself out onto the street. He walked stiffly now, throwing one crutch forward with his weight, then swinging his body, and then the other crutch. He was also wearing a back support, kind of like a girdle around his waist, except the thick part was on his lower back. I didn’t know how effective it would be at supporting his back, but it at least helped hide some of his offensive orange shirt.


I looked up the street, saw the bicycle courier crouching behind a parked car. He got back on his bike and cycled away.


I heard another car come up onto my level.


This time BMW. M series. Midnight blue.


I turned away from Jan and his client and approached the young man getting out of the BMW. His name was Chris Doyle, a young up-and-coming assistant district attorney. Smart and fair. At least one of those qualities meant he wouldn’t have a future in the district attorney’s office. He wasn’t long out of law school, and I figured he would last another six months before he’d go for a job in one of the old white-shoe law firms in Manhattan with his real-world criminal experience, his contacts in the DA’s office, and his heart full of the pride and fulfilment that comes from public service. But you can’t live on pride. Chris was working on a big payday that would come with a corporate job.


‘Hey, man,’ I said.


‘Eddie, you waiting to beat me up?’ he asked, with a smile.


‘I don’t beat anyone up any more, Chris. I’ve got people who do that for me.’


‘Is Bloch on the other side of that pillar, then?’


‘Nah, she likes you. Especially after that deal for little Jackie.’


Chris had taken pity on an old client of mine. Jackie was a great card player and an excellent hustler in his time. He got caught with cash that he couldn’t account for when he was busted for assaulting an asshole who came after him with a ten-pound hammer. Jackie had cleaned the guy out at the card table and acted in self-defense. The police don’t like Jackie, and they don’t like illegal card games, so they arrested him. Chris did him and me a solid, and let Jackie plead out the charges for six months’ probation and a confiscation order on the cash.


‘You walking to court?’ I asked.


‘Why do I get the impression you want something from me?’


‘I don’t know what would give you that idea, but now that we’re on our way to court together I figure I may as well pick your brains on money laundering . . .’


Chris had written a few articles for various law-review publications on the Banking Act and digital fraud. He knew what he was talking about. We found the elevator. Chris went in first and I followed.


He leaned over to hit the button for the lobby.


I asked him a question about digital fraud and RICO.


I didn’t listen as he started to answer. I didn’t want to know anything about digital fraud and RICO.


I just wanted to wait until he was distracted, focusing on the elevator panel, leaning over, turning away from me, so I could steal his car keys from his jacket pocket.


I learned from the best. My old man. Smart hands, he used to call it. To execute a clean pocket dip, you need to master two contradictory movements simultaneously. You need to be fast. And you need to be soft. Specifically, soft fingers. Moving your arm at speed tends to tense the muscles – the key is to keep a light wrist. A tense wrist means hard fingers, which means the mark will feel the lift.


I put his car keys in my pocket, and pretended to listen while he regaled me with the latest legal developments in an area of law that few understand. The elevator took us to the ground floor and we walked around the corner together, through Brooklyn Park to the courthouse. I told Chris he should go on ahead, I had to meet a client outside.


In truth, I just didn’t want him to see me pulling his car keys out of my pocket and putting them in the plastic tray as I went through security screening.


He went into the building ahead of me. I waited ten minutes, then followed.


Civil court is on level three. Criminal, level four.


I took the elevator to the third floor and found my client pacing the hallway. Lawyers and their clients lined the benches and slouched against the painted concrete walls. Morrie was dressed in a white shirt, open at the collar, and black pants. His stomach hung, reassuringly, over his belt. Morrie liked cannoli.


‘Eddie, where’ve you been?’ he asked.


‘I’ve been preparing. How are you feeling, Morrie?’


‘I’m going out of my mind. I can’t believe this. I swear to you I swept the floor the night before this happened. We hadn’t cut any meat that morning, so I don’t know how this man slips on a piece of prosciutto? It’s not possible.’


‘I know. I believe you,’ I said.


‘I don’t have much money, Eddie. What with Gloria sick in the hospital . . .’


His wife, Gloria, was having treatment for ulcers. The doctors would never say it, but I knew the stress of this case was taking a toll on this elderly couple’s health.


‘How is she?’


‘She’s worried. The business has been in my family for generations . . . to think I could lose it . . . we could lose our home. It’s too much for her,’ he said.


‘Look, Morrie, I’m going to do my best today. This is just a settlement discussion, but if everything plays out, we could finish this . . .’


‘I told you, I don’t have much money. The goddamn insurance company, I paid them every month for years and they leave me in the gutter,’ said Morrie, and his right hand gripped his chest. His daughter, Julia, had told me Morrie was having chest pains since the lawsuit began. With the amount of damages Neville Carmichael was claiming, Morrie would have to sell his apartment and the store and he could still be in debt.


‘You can’t give them any excuse not to honor the policy, Morrie. I told you, paperwork . . .’


‘Julia thought she did all the paperwork. That’s what I told the insurance guy,’ he said, throwing his arms up. His face, usually a pale red, was beginning to darken into a deep crimson. I could almost hear a hiss from his blood pressure rising.


‘If you don’t have paperwork logging the times and frequency of the floor cleaning, then that violates your insurance policy. It means you can’t prove a reasonable system of maintenance and inspection. And you didn’t write up an accident report, either. That’s why the insurance company wouldn’t indemnify you.’


‘They expect me to write reports? Reports? What am I – the Polizia? If I knew how to write a report, I wouldn’t be chopping meat for a living.’


‘There might be a way out of this. I can’t promise anything, but I believe you when you said the floor was clean. Let me see what I can do.’


I left him on a bench, panting. His head looked like somebody trying to blow up a red balloon. His hand, clutched to his chest, was trembling. I was worried for Morrie. The legal system in America can take lives, but putting a needle full of poison into someone isn’t the only way to kill them. Morrie’s wife, Gloria, was already in the hospital and if this case didn’t go away fast Morrie could be in the bed next to her.


They were good people, let down by a rigged system. Like so many in the country.


And Morrie’s insurance company wasn’t the only one on the make.


As I moved through the crowd, trying to locate my opponent, he grabbed me by the arm and gently pulled me to the side.


Jan Jeffers moved quietly.


‘Eddie, I see your client is here. Good, good. I know his insurance company has pulled the plug so I want to be fair . . .’ said Jan.


He made a clicking sound in his throat as he spoke. It was some kind of tic, or nervous habit, but with the skeletal frame, the gray skin, gray hair, and big eyes, he looked like a dead stick insect in a suit.


‘Jan . . .’ I began, but he interrupted. He was one of those guys who was always on transmit. Like he communicated through a two-way radio, but Jan always had his ‘talk’ button held down. He wasn’t interested in what anyone else had to say.


‘Now, you’re smart enough to realize liability is not going to be an issue for my client. He slipped on a piece of prosciutto on the floor of a deli – it’s res ipsa loquitor . . .’


He pronounced the doctrine of law in what I guessed was his attempt at a Latin accent. It might have been correct, but I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t so hot on the law. That was Harry Ford’s domain, my consultant, best friend and former judge.


Res ipsa loquitor is Latin for ‘the thing speaks for itself’. It can apply in cases like this, where the plaintiff can’t prove a specific act of negligence, like one of Morrie’s employees dropping prosciutto on the floor and not cleaning it up, but it’s clear that Morrie’s people had control of the floor, and the prosciutto, and there must have been negligence for the meat to be there on the floor so his client could slip on it and fall on his ass.


‘I don’t think it’s res ipsa—’ Again, I was getting nowhere fast with Jan.


‘Let me finish, Eddie. I’m going to do you a favor. My consultant orthopedic specialist says this is a compression fracture, tiny, but it’s there, and with pain and suffering and loss of earnings you’re looking at three hundred and fifty grand in damages, easy. Now I know your guy doesn’t have that kind of money. I’ll go easy. Settle today, I’ll recommend two-fifty. That’s the best deal you’ll ever get in your life.’


‘Morrie would need to sell the store and his home and he still wouldn’t raise a quarter million dollars after debts and taxes,’ I said.


‘Shit happens, my client is horrifically injured and it’s Morrie’s fault. He’s gotta pay up,’ said Jan, pointing to his client on the bench.


The guy in the orange shirt I’d seen earlier. The crutches were leaning against his thigh. A pained expression in his face.


The plaintiff, Neville Carmichael.


‘Here’s what I’m gonna do, Jan. I’m going to make you an offer. This is a non-negotiable, one-time deal. You take it today, or it’s off the table forever. You understand?’


‘Don’t low-ball me, Eddie. Just don’t. What’s the offer, ’cause I can’t go below a quarter mil on this case or my client will sue me, and he’d be right.’


‘Here’s the offer. You like Latin? Morrie pays nihil. Nil. Morrie pays you zero dollars . . .’


Jan threw his hands up in disgust.


‘Wait, I haven’t finished. Morrie pays nothing. You, or your client, pay Morrie ten grand, for expenses, today. And you buy me breakfast. Final offer.’


‘Eddie, have you had a stroke? Did you bump your freakin’ head? What the hell is wrong with you?’


‘Do you have any money on you?’ I asked.


‘Sure I do,’ said Jan quizzically.


‘Good, because here comes my breakfast.’


The food-delivery cyclist made his way through the crowd toward us. His name was Darius Johnson, but everyone calls him Pork Chop, on account of his father who worked at a butcher’s shop in Bed Stuy and came home every night with a bag of pork chops. Since Darius is all grown up and recently left home, he’s become vegan. But the nickname stuck.


He pulled the GoPro camera off his green bicycle helmet and handed it to me. I hit play, showed the camera to Jan.


‘Your client is hard to miss in that orange shirt. See, he got out of his wife’s SUV this morning, outside your offices, with no movement or mobility problems whatsoever. He even leapt out of the way of Darius’s bike here then jumps to his feet straight after and shouts and screams at the bike rider. He goes into your office, a few minutes later he goes next door with you to the orthopedic clinic, again no problems with movement or mobility. Then there are two problems for you. One, neither you nor your client see Darius filming you from behind a parked car. Your second problem is that when Neville comes out of the medical practice he suddenly looks like he fell off the top of a four-story building. And Darius here got it all on video for me.’


‘Shit,’ said Jan. ‘You set this up, Eddie?’


‘You’re damn right I did. Here’s what’s going to happen if you don’t take my offer. This video is going to the judge in this case, and then the district attorney’s office, and then you will be disbarred and prosecuted for fraud – your client too.’


‘Bullshit,’ said Jan. ‘You’re bluffing. No way would the DA look at this . . .’


I pulled out my phone, called the Kings County central office. This courthouse is renowned for having the most friendly, informed and helpful staff. And they loved me. I sent donuts at Easter and four food hampers at Christmas.


Anne McCartney answered the phone. She was seventy-one years old, single, wise, formidable and funny as hell.


‘Eddie Flynn, when are you going to ask me out for dinner?’ she said.


‘I’m a divorcee workaholic, Anne – you deserve better. Do me a favor, please, would you page ADA Chris Doyle to the third floor . . .’


The announcement came over the public speakers almost immediately.


‘Chris Doyle to level three, please, for Eddie Flynn.’


Jan folded his arms, but I could tell he was rattled. We had put our cards on the table. Now it was time to turn mine over.


I moved away from Pork Chop and Jan, and stood in front of the elevators. Couple of minutes later, the doors opened and Chris stepped out.


I met him, making sure to keep my back to Jan, and took Chris’s car keys out of my pocket. He smiled, took them and I made sure to block Jan’s view of this little exchange.


‘Thank you. Where did you find these? I just realized they were missing a few minutes ago,’ he said.


‘It was Jan Jeffers who found them. See that guy behind me who looks like he hasn’t eaten in six months?’


We both turned, looked at Jan.


Jan didn’t look happy. Pork Chop was covering his mouth, trying not to let Jan see his silent laughter.


I pointed to Jan, and so did Chris, making sure it was the right guy I was referring to.


‘I’ll let you get back to putting innocent people in jail,’ I said.


Chris patted me on the arm, waved goodbye to Jan and hopped back into the elevator.


I took my time making the short walk back across the hallway to where Jan was standing, his face dripping down to his knees.


‘One time offer, Jan. You did get one thing right. It is a case of res ipsa loquitor. Morrie swept that floor the night before the accident. He didn’t cut any meat or sell any prosciutto before your client fell that morning. Your man fell on a cold cut because he put that piece of meat on the floor himself after he pretended to take a slip.’


‘We withdraw the lawsuit and the video goes away?’ he asked.


‘And you pay ten large.’


‘Today?’


I nodded.


‘Deal,’ he said, and turned away.


‘Wait,’ I said.


Reluctantly, Jan swung around, a look of total defeat on his face. I almost felt sorry for him.


‘What?’


‘You forgot something,’ I said.


Pork Chop opened his delivery bag and handed me a sandwich wrapped in foil.


‘Pay the man. You’re buying me breakfast, remember?’


‘That’ll be five hundred dollars,’ said Pork Chop.


‘You gotta be freakin’ kidding me,’ said Jan. ‘What the hell is in that sandwich, caviar and golden eggs?’


‘Prosciutto,’ said Pork Chop.


As Jan counted out five one-hundred-dollar bills like they were his last, I went over to see Morrie.


‘It’s done,’ I said. ‘The case is dropped. That guy over there is going to pay ten grand for your expenses. Some of that has to come out to cover some filing fees and my time, but you should have about eight grand left over. You are going on a health-and-safety course to learn how to complete the proper reports so you don’t end up in this mess ever again. Whatever is left over, and it should be plenty, goes toward your wife’s medical bills.’


‘What the hell happened, Eddie?’


‘Justice,’ I said. ‘It makes an appearance every now and then.’


My phone buzzed in my pocket.


It was my sixteen-year-old daughter, Amy. Usually, I get texts. Sometimes even words instead of thumbs up or thumbs down emojis, occasionally a little red heart. I like those.


I answered, ‘Hey, sweetheart . . .’


‘Dad, I need you to get over here right away . . .’


She sounded breathless, and there was something else behind her tone. Not excitement.


Fear.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘It’s Mom. She’s in trouble . . .’
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Elly


There was a dream.


The longest nightmare Elly had ever experienced.


First, there was darkness.


Then, Elly found herself standing at the top of a staircase in Grand Central. In the subway. She was watching a yellow suitcase as it tumbled down the long staircase, turning and whirling through the air, making deafening bangs as its corners hit the stairs and then launched upwards, and then back down, that sound hurting her ears every time, echoing in her chest, her entire body feeling the impact vibration, and the steps went on, and on, and on, down and down into nothingness . . .


Here and there, for mere moments, she saw different images.


A man with round, wire-rimmed glasses and curly brown hair. He had a kindly face and a white coat, like a doctor, and thick lips that parted as he stared down at her. His hand on her brow. His thumb gently tugging her eyelids, and then a blinding white light that burned her eyes and stayed there even after she closed them.


She saw him a few times.


Her stomach hurt.


Her throat hurt.


Her head was pounding.


And the dream . . .


The suitcase thumping off the sharp corners of the stairs, tumbling, and then thumping, and every hit was a pulse that sent a shockwave of pain through her skull.
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