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  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events herein are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




  




  




  




  




  Note to Readers:




  




  Welcome to the Redemption Series, featuring Detective Gino Cataldi and his partner, Hector “Ribs” Delgado. This is not the first book in the series. The first book, Old Wounds, was supposed to be out earlier in the year, but I didn’t like the way some of the plot played out, so I am re-writing the whole thing. The good news is that the Redemption Series is not a continuing storyline, so you don’t need to read them in order.




  




  This book is also written differently than my other books. I think it starts out a little slower. I realized this as I wrote, but it was necessary to have the effect I wanted. Stick with it, and I think you’ll find it is well worth your time. If you don’t think it’s worth your time, let me know. I guarantee all of my books.




  




  Giacomo




  Lines are meant to be crossed. Laws are meant to be broken.




  – Gino Cataldi




  




  




  




  Chapter 1
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  High Stakes




  




  While the dealer shuffled the cards, I checked the gun tucked in my waistband—a Beretta with a full clip. A snub-nosed .38 was strapped to my leg. My stakeout partner sat at another table across from me with a good view of the front door.




  I squeezed the cards and stared at a pair of lovely ladies. Not a bad hand to start with, especially when the guy to my right, a notorious bluffer, just raised two hundred dollars. I was considering how much to raise when I heard a ruckus at the door.




  “Nobody move! Stay calm. No one will get hurt if you stay calm.”




  I thought about going for my gun but couldn’t see what was behind me. I looked over to my partner, Ribs Delgado. He shook his head. I wondered if he just wanted me to play it safe or if—




  The feel of a gun against my head answered the question.




  “Money and valuables,” a voice said.




  The barrel of the gun pressed into my temple. I could damn near tell the caliber.




  “Money and valuables.” The phrase was repeated by another guy at the table where Ribs sat. An instinctive analysis told me this was not a group of hopped-up druggies. I pulled out my wallet, showed him it was empty then laid my money clip and cash on the table.




  “What else?”




  “Nothing.” I still hadn’t even seen this guy, but I caught a glimpse of the guy going through the same process at Delgado’s table. That one wore latex gloves and a mask.




  “Your watch,” the guy behind me said.




  I looked at it—a plain black face with only a second hand showing. A button on the side lit the minute and hour hands. It wasn’t valuable in terms of money, but Mary had given me this the Christmas before she died. “It’s not worth anything. It was a gift from my wife.”




  “I’ll decide that.”




  “You’re not getting the watch,” I said, and turned toward him.




  The right side of my head felt as if it exploded. Blood ran down my neck and face. When I tried talking it ran into my mouth. He hit me again. The barrel of the gun opened another gash in my head, and the force of the blow knocked me off the chair. Sometime between chair and floor I heard someone yell, “Number Three,” and then I passed out. The last thing I remember was grabbing my watch.




  ***




  Number Three stooped to get Gino’s watch. He found the gun in Gino’s waistband then the badge in his pocket, and the second gun in a leg holster. Number Three stood, holding the badge. “Look what we’ve got here. Who’s the partner?”




  When he got no response, he pulled out a switchblade and slipped the tip under the upper lip of the man seated at the table in front of him. “I’m going to start cutting with him. I’ll keep cutting until the other cop steps forward.”




  Delgado stood slowly, his hands in the air. “I’m his partner.”




  As Number Three reached for Delgado, a voice rang out from across the room.




  “Number Three!”




  He turned, glaring. “Yes, Boss?”




  “There has been enough violence.”




  The man Number Three referred to as Boss went to Delgado, hand extended. “Guns and badge.”




  Delgado gave him what they wanted. “I need to look after my partner.”




  Boss looked at his watch. “You have five minutes.”




  Delgado got bandages from the guy who ran the game. He patched Gino up with a few gauze pads and a couple of Band-Aids. Within five minutes, Boss returned to him, having stripped the others of their valuables. It took another ten minutes to duct-tape everyone. Boss set the guns and badges on the kitchen table, and bowed as he exited the front door. “I thank you, gentlemen. It has been my pleasure.”




  ***




  I woke up feeling as if I’d been shot. My hands and feet were bound with duct tape. All of us were gagged. The pool of blood on the floor made me wonder how bad I’d been hurt. Delgado nudged me and managed to give the “okay” sign with his thumb. Guess I’d live.




  It took almost two hours before our boss, Captain Gladys Cooper, suspected something was wrong. She sent a half dozen units to investigate. Damn embarrassing is what it was—Delgado and I robbed and tied up. We found our guns and badges in the kitchen, but not the watch.




  Delgado took me to the emergency room, where a doctor fixed me up.




  “Take good care of him,” Delgado said. “He’s my cuz.”




  “Only by marriage,” I said, smiling at the doctor. She smiled back then put 18 stitches in my head and sent me home with a couple of pain pills. I’d have rather had a kiss on the cheek. Wasn’t much for pain pills.




  Instead of going home, I had Delgado drive me back to the station. Captain Cooper had a lot of questions; we had no answers. And the guys who hit the game had taken over 20 grand. And my watch.




  “This is the third game they’ve hit in six weeks,” Coop said. “Neither of the others turned violent. Why did this one?” She directed the question at me.




  “They wanted my watch. I wouldn’t give it to them.”




  She raised her eyebrows and gave Delgado one of those I-knew-it-was-him type looks.




  “Mary gave me that watch, Captain. No way was I giving it up.”




  “But they got it, didn’t they?”




  I turned my head.




  “Didn’t they?”




  “For now.”




  “You should have given up the watch, Gino.”




  “I’ll get it back.”




  Coop eyed me the way only she could, and then she turned to Delgado. “Leave us alone for a minute.”




  Delgado left with a confused expression. It matched the one I wore.




  “We need to get clear on one thing,” Coop said. “I don’t want any repeats of Rico Moreno.”




  So that’s what this is about. She’s afraid I’ll go after this guy.




  I swallowed hard. “You’ve got nothing to worry about.”




  She stared at me for about ten seconds. “Whenever you or your ex-partner tell me not to worry, it scares me.” She held her gaze a few seconds more. “I don’t give second chances, Gino. Don’t fuck this up.”




  I offered Coop my best smile. “I won’t.”




  “All right. Get out of here. Go home and rest.”




  I turned to leave but Coop said, “You know that watch will be gone by tomorrow. If they can get a few dollars for it, it’ll be in a pawn shop by the end of the week. If not, you’ll have to go dumpster diving.”




  I gritted my teeth but said nothing. The watch wasn’t worth anything more than memories. I nodded. “I know.”




  Delgado offered to drive me home, but I told him I was good. The swelling had gone all the way to my eye, which hurt like hell, and my head throbbed so bad I wanted to just hold it and squeeze, but I was okay to drive.




  As I drove home, I thought about a lot of things, but all I could focus on was the guy who hit me. Number Three. No matter what Coop said, I’d get Mary’s watch back.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 2
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  Hard Times




  




  Lonny Hackett grew up poor. Hard-working poor. The kind of poor that made a man proud because he’d worked all day and his muscles ached. The kind of poor that made him smart from scrimping to pay bills and haggling over prices.




  Like most poor people, Lonny dreamed about getting rich. He didn’t want a lot. Just enough to let him buy Lucia a new dress now and then. Or a new pair of shoes. Take her out to dinner on Friday nights. The kids too, if they’d go. Enough so he didn’t have to pray every single night that his old truck would start in the morning and get him to work. Enough to stay home when he got real sick.




  He dreamed about it a lot, especially during the winter months when construction was slow and Lucia had to take on extra work to help with food. His mama had always told him that money ruined everything. When he was young, he figured she was right. He still believed in what she said, that money could ruin him…but he wanted to try it out sometime.




  Maybe in the next life.




  Lonny quit daydreaming then finished striking the joints on the brick facing for a drilling rig company. It was the first nice job they’d had in months. Thank God for the oil industry.




  As he moved to the spots exposed to the afternoon sun, he put away his iron striker and used a smooth, wooden one he’d made out of hickory. Wood wouldn’t burn joints—an important consideration in Houston’s climate—and hickory was hard enough to polish joints instead of stripping them.




  Lonny stepped back and smiled. He might be down to half of his hours, but that was no reason to slack off or do shoddy work. He wiped sweat from the corner of his eye then got his coarse brush and cleaned the mortar off the brick. Occasionally he used the wooden handle to scrape dried cement from the edges. When he finished, he placed his tools in his canvas bag, slipped his level through the handles, slung it over his shoulder, and climbed down the scaffold to the parking lot.




  Mr. Mattusek, the boss, stood off to the side, talking to one of the concrete crew. “See you tomorrow, Mr. Mattusek.” Lonny waved as he headed to his truck.




  When he was almost there, he heard his name called.




  “Lonny, you got a minute?”




  He tossed the tools in the back of the pick-up—a ten-year-old blue Chevy with a metal toolbox fastened to the bed—grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler then headed over to Mattusek. If he was lucky, he’d get more work out of this.




  “You need something done, Mr. Mattusek? You know I need the work.”




  Mattusek turned his head to the side. “I hate this shit.”




  Lonny’s gut lurched. He felt as if he might throw up.




  “I’ve got to let you go,” Mattusek said. “I don’t know for how long, but I promise you’ll be the first one I call back.”




  Lonny’s voice cracked when he spoke. “What about the restaurant we were supposed to get? And the—”




  Mattusek was shaking his head. “We didn’t get the contract for either. The financing fell through on the restaurant, and we lost the bid on the other. Somebody undercut us.”




  Unable to talk at first, Lonny managed to keep his dignity. He shook Mattusek’s hand and thanked him for the years they worked together. “Call me if you get anything. I mean anything.”




  “I will,” Mattusek said. “Promise.”




  Lonny got in his truck and headed for home. How am I gonna tell Lucia?




  As he thought that, the phone rang. It was her. “Hey, baby,” he said. “I hope you have a few filets on the grill topped with my favorite mushrooms.”




  “How’d you know, old man? And just in case your dreams come true, stop and pick up some real milk to go with those imaginary steaks.”




  “You got it. See you soon.” Lonny felt like running, getting on the freeway, and heading west, or south into Mexico. Anywhere to get away from his responsibilities. If it weren’t for Lucia and the kids, he’d pack up and leave. Instead, he pulled into the corner store and slowly walked inside. He checked the price on a gallon of milk then counted his money. He grabbed a Hershey’s milk chocolate bar for Lucia, a Heath Bar for Jada, and a bag of crunchy Cheetos for Mars.




  May as well make them happy with my last few bucks.




  Lonny set everything on the counter and yanked the crumpled bills from his pocket. “Dave, how’s it going today?”




  “Not bad. Business is slow, though.”




  “About to get slower, I imagine.”




  Dave rang up the order. It left Lonny with $1.08. “I’ll tell you what, give me one of those Texas Lotto tickets. What’s it up to?”




  “Thirty-nine million.”




  “Thirty-nine million…I could use that.”




  “Cash option?”




  “Regular’s fine. I get the cash option, I’d spend it all at once.”




  Dave handed Lonny the ticket. “Good luck.”




  “Thanks.” Lonny clutched the ticket in his hand.




  Come through for us, Lord. My family needs this.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 3
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  The Prom




  




  Jada Hackett walked down the long hall, her head hung low. It was the beginning of May, and no one had asked her to the prom. If it didn’t happen soon, it wouldn’t happen at all.




  Alexa was cramming books into her locker when Jada approached.




  “Well?” Alexa asked.




  Jada sighed. “Nobody. Not even Kenny, though I’m kinda glad he didn’t ask. I might have been tempted to say yes.”




  “You just broke up with him last month. Regretting it already?”




  “Not hardly. Kenny was nice but he…just didn’t have it.”




  “And you know you won’t have that problem with Jason.”




  They both giggled, finished putting their books away, then headed toward English Lit class. Halfway through Great Expectations, Jada realized she was dreaming of Jason Rules instead of Pip. She sat up straight, cleared her thoughts, and got back to reading. Two hours later, on her way to the bus, she felt a tap on her shoulder. When she turned, she almost gasped.




  “Jason! You scared me.”




  “Enough to go to the prom with me?”




  Jada couldn’t believe she was hearing this, but she played it cool, soooo cool. “What, nobody else would have you?”




  He leaned in real close, his breath warming her cheeks. It sent goose bumps up her arms.




  “You know that’s wrong.” Jason brushed his fingers against her neck, tucked her hair behind her ear. Kissed her. “So what’s it gonna be? I can’t be making my boys wait on me.”




  She cocked her head, as if she hadn’t said yes a million times in her heart already. “I guess we’ll make a good couple.”




  “You got that right, girl. We’ll couple for sure.”




  A horn beeped. He flipped them the finger. “Gotta go. We’ll catch up and figure things out.”




  Jada waited until he was out of sight then held her hands in front of her face and screeched. Then she giggled and laughed, running for the bus. Alexa was already there.




  “Girl, was that Jason Rules I saw you talking to?”




  Jada jumped up and down, screeching again. “Jason Rules—he rules.”




  “Jason Rules has got the tools.”




  Alexa and Jada laughed more, hugged each other as they got on the bus, and almost danced their way to a pair of empty seats.




  Kenny approached Jada, hands in his pockets, head hung low. “You going to the dance?”




  “Jason asked me,” Jada said, her head halfway to the clouds.




  “Jason Rules?” Kenny shook his head. “You could do better.”




  “Like you?”




  “Yeah, like me, but by the time you figure that out, you’ll be messed up. Forget I asked.”




  “I already did.”




  Alexa put her hand on Jada’s arm. “Don’t worry about it. He can’t ruin this day.”




  “You’re right about that. Nothing can ruin this day.”




  Half an hour later, after riding the bus to Alexa’s house, Jada caught a ride home with a friend. The houses in her neighborhood were three-bedroom ranch homes built in the fifties or sixties. Most didn’t have a garage. She waved to old Joe out sprinkling his lawn, and to Mr. Cobb tending his gardens, but mostly she thought about how to tell her mom that she wouldn’t be going to the prom with Kenny. Her mom liked him.




  Jada got out near the end of the street, walked up the short driveway and into the house. The door opened into the living room, which shared space with the eating area.




  Her mother was folding clothes from a basket on the table. “How was your day?”




  Jada tried containing herself but didn’t do so well. “I got asked to prom!”




  Her mother continued folding a towel but glanced in Jada’s direction. “Kenny?”




  “Another boy asked me first. I couldn’t say no, not this late; besides, he’s adorable.”




  Her mother kept folding towels.




  “Mom, you don’t understand. It’s Jason Rules, the most popular guy in school. And he asked me. Aren’t you happy?”




  Her mother finished the last towel, and then set the laundry basket down and hugged her. “Of course I’m happy, but…”




  “But what?” Jada pulled back, staring, afraid of what would come next.




  “What will you wear?”




  “We’ll have to get something.”




  Her mother’s face grew rigid, almost stern. “You know the situation. Nothing’s changed.”




  “Don’t we have any money?”




  “Where do you think we’d get money? Did you bring any in this week? Your father’s work is down by half.” She grabbed a dishtowel and tossed it to Jada. “You dry. I’ll wash.”




  Jada dried a few dishes, setting them on the counter. “What about Mars? Is he still going to jiu-jitsu?” She tried taking the anger from her voice.




  Her mother’s glare made Jada feel ashamed. “His classes have been paid for since the beginning of the year. And we don’t get refunds for canceling.” She washed the pan they’d cooked asparagus in and handed it to Jada. “Believe me, if we could get a refund, we would.”




  “How come I get shafted? You knew the prom was coming up.”




  Her mother turned off the water, set down the washcloth, and stared at her. Glared was more like it. Again. “Yes, I knew the prom was coming up, but I did not know that your father’s boss would cut his hours in half, or that he wouldn’t be able to find more work.” She looked ready to cry, but held it back. “And I did not know that every damn thing we need to live would go up in price. If I had known, maybe I would have found time to save money for your precious prom.”




  Jada cringed and looked away. She ran the towel across the bottom of the pan and wiped the inside. “I’m so sick of seeing dog hairs. I can’t wait till Scooter goes.”




  Her mother turned on her with fire in her eyes. “I know you don’t mean that. Tell me it was one of those stupid, stupid things that come out of a young girl’s mouth.”




  “I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to upset you.” She leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “I love you.” When her mother didn’t say anything, Jada repeated it. “I really am sorry. And I really do love you.”




  Her mother stared at her for a moment then nodded. “All right. And about that prom, don’t give up yet. We may find a way. I can still sew a mean dress.”




  “It’s okay. I don’t need to go.”




  “What, and let poor what’s-his-name take a lesser girl to the prom?” They both laughed. Her mom wrung out the dishcloth and wiped the table. “He’d never forgive me.”




  “You’re the best, Mom. And by the way, his name’s Jason.”




  “You mean I’m the best mom if I figure out how to get you a dress?”




  “Either way, but that would make you the bomb.”




  She laughed. “I don’t know if I want to be the ‘bomb,’ but thanks.”




  “Did you go to prom with Dad?”




  Another laugh. “No. I went with Roger Mattens. At the time, I was certain I was going to marry him.”




  “But?”




  “But I met your father.” She sat in a chair and stared at a wall filled with pictures of pigs—a baker, a chef, a butler. More pig ornaments dotted the shelf hanging on the side wall. “I met him at prom. All night I pestered Roger to dance. And all night I watched your father tear up that dance floor.” She sighed. “He must have noticed me watching him. At the first chance, he asked me to join him. I looked over at Roger. He shrugged, so I went with your father.” She laughed. “We danced the rest of the night together. He took me home afterward.”




  “I bet you stopped for a little something, huh?”




  “Jada!”




  “Don’t act so innocent. I can count. I was born seven months after you were married.”




  Her mother tried to hide her blushing face. “Shame on you, Jada.”




  Jada rubbed her fingers together in a taboo signal. “Shame on you, Mama.”




  They laughed together like two girlfriends then hugged.




  “I’ll find some way,” her mother said. “You’ll have your prom.”




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 4
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  The Real World




  




  Lonny pulled into the driveway. Before entering the house, he washed his hands and arms at the outside spigot, then brushed the cement from his clothes. His back ached, and his fingers were split and cut, but Lucia didn’t tolerate cement dust in her house. He mustered optimism from somewhere and wore it like a mask when he opened the door.




  “How are my favorite girls tonight?”




  Jada ran to him, hugged him and gave him a kiss on the cheek.




  “Whoa! Something’s going on. I don’t get this kind of greeting unless someone needs something, and badly.”




  “Daddy, I got asked to prom today by the cutest boy in the whole school. Maybe the whole world.”




  “That’s great.” He hugged her and patted her back. “I’m tickled for you. Who’s the lucky boy?”




  Lucia walked over. “I hate to interrupt this moment of joy, but what your daughter isn’t telling you is that she needs a prom dress.”




  Lonny had used all of his willpower on the fake smile. Nothing but frustration remained. “Jada, you know we don’t have money.”




  “Sorry, Dad. I didn’t know if—”




  “You didn’t know, or you didn’t think? Or maybe you just didn’t care.”




  She cowered. “Dad—”




  “‘Dad’ my ass. Did you bother to think how it makes me feel not being able to afford a dress for my only daughter? Your brother would never do that, he—” Lonny stopped. He went to his chair, where he sat, head buried in his hands. When Jada came to him, he got up and almost ran to the bedroom.




  ***




  Jada tried following but stopped short of going in. She backed up and went to her mother, falling into her arms. “I think Dad’s crying.”




  Her mother hugged her back. “Men cry too, dear. They just try not to let others know.”




  “What’s going on? Why is Dad crying?”




  Lucia led Jada to the kitchen. “Your father’s a proud man. Proud men have a lot further to fall when something goes wrong.”




  “What’s wrong?”




  “I don’t know yet.”




  ***




  Lonny sat on the on the edge of the bed and stared at the floor. For years, he’d taken care of his family—but now he couldn’t. He didn’t know how he would feed them, let alone pay the mortgage or electric bills. He was already one month late on the mortgage. Now, with no work…I can’t lose this house. I won’t lose this house.




  Then he remembered a conversation with a guy named Willard who arranged jobs for people. The problem with his work was that if Lonny got caught, he’d spend time in jail. Still, he had to feed his family.




  What the hell am I gonna do?




  He thought about his old truck, with dents in the back quarter panel and front fender, an engine that sputtered. How long could it last with 155,000 miles on it? Willard drove a two-year-old Mercedes, which got cleaned and waxed every week, at least from what Lonny heard.




  He was about to say no when he thought of Jada and how excited she was about that prom. His little girl all grown up. Then he thought about how Jada and Mars would feel if he lost the house. Where would they live?




  A big battle raged inside of him, and when it was over, Lonny had his decision. No matter what happened, his little girl was going to the prom, and she’d be picked up at this house.




  I’m keeping this house if I have to kill someone to do it.




  




  




  




  Chapter 5
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  Desperate Times




  




  All night, Lonny fretted over his decision. Sometime between his third or fourth trip to the bathroom, sick to his stomach, he decided he wouldn’t call Willard after all. He’d find work somewhere, even if it meant doing odd jobs or cutting lawns. He’d shovel shit if he had to.




  Dilemma resolved, he finally got to sleep. It was late, maybe five AM when he nodded off, but he got up at six and smiled as he made his way to the kitchen. Looking for a job was as difficult as doing one, or so they said. He hadn’t done it for a long time, so he didn’t remember if the old saying was true. What he did know was that he had to get money before next month’s mortgage payment was due. It would be tough to dig out of this hole, but he was glad he’d decided to do it the right way.




  “Good morning, ladies.” He kissed Lucia and rubbed Jada’s head then playfully punched Mars in the arm. “You too, tough guy.”




  “Be careful, old man. I’ll take you down.”




  “Don’t even think you can come close to that.”




  “Ha! Did you see my take-down at the last competition? It had your name all over it.”




  Lonny laughed then went to get his coffee.




  “Sit down, Dad. I’ll get it,” Jada said.




  “This smells like bribery to me.”




  “It is bribery. I figure if I make you breakfast every morning and send you out healthy, you’ll be able to find more work in time for the prom.”




  Lonny grabbed his coffee and sipped it. “We’ll see. Don’t give up yet.”




  “I can quit my lessons,” Mars said. “I can go back later.”




  Jada leaned down and hugged him. “Little brother, nothing means more to me than this prom, except seeing my baby bro win competitions. But thanks for offering. You’re the best.”




  Lucia brought an omelet to the table and scooped some on each plate. “This is all there is. Enjoy it.”




  “Where’s yours?” Lonny asked.




  “I’m on a diet.”




  Lonny got up and grabbed another plate, scraping half of his onto it. “You’ll eat this, or I’ll throw it away.”




  Lucia stared at him, but when he didn’t back down, she smiled and kissed him. “All right, mister. Now sit and eat before it gets cold.”




  Lonny joked with the kids during breakfast then grabbed his boots and headed out the door. He drove to a new construction site they had just broken ground on to build a new school. He got there half an hour before the gates opened, first in line. When it was time, a man came to unlock the gates.




  “Foreman here yet?” Lonny asked.




  He pointed to a trailer. “Over there, but we’re not hiring, if that’s what you’re here for.”




  “What’s his name?”




  “Mitch.”




  Lonny started off toward the trailer, praying all the way. He knocked on the door, his gut roiling, turning that omelet over and over.




  “Come in.”




  Lonny stepped up and opened the door. Once inside, he removed his hat. “I’m looking for Mitch.”




  There was only one guy in there, a tall blond-headed guy with a face full of freckles. His hardhat lay to the side, holding down one corner on a set of blueprints. A large glass ashtray held down the opposite side, cigar butts mounded high on thick, gray ashes.




  The man never stopped what he was doing, and he didn’t look at Lonny. “I’m Mitch. What can I do for you?”




  “I’m looking for work. I can do—”




  “Not hiring.”




  Lonny hesitated. Took a deep breath. “I can do concrete, brick, block, stone. Just about any masonry you got. I’ve even done a little stucco.”




  “I’m full, pal. Sorry.”




  Lonny’s hands moved along the rim of his hat, pressing it, squeezing. He had to get work. “Listen, Mr….Mitch, I’ll do anything right now. I’ll do labor, and…” He got the feeling he was about to be cut off again, so he hurried. “If you got anything, I’ll jump in and do it. All I need is a chance. I’m not like these kids today. I work. Tell you what, I’ll work a day for free, just to show you what I got.”




  “I’d like to help, but like I said, I’m full.” The guy still didn’t look up.




  Lonny started toward the door, but then stopped and turned back to Mitch. “Mr. Mitch, I know you said you’re full, and I understand that, but I…I’m gonna lose my house if I don’t get work. My kids…” He stopped before he embarrassed himself.




  Mitch put his pencil down, took his glasses off, and looked at Lonny for the first time. “What’s your name?”




  Lonny stood straight and put his hands at his side. “Lonny Hackett, sir. I been a bricklayer for sixteen years, and I—”




  Mitch stopped him. “I wasn’t kidding about not having any work, but keep checking back with me. Come by once a week and ask to see me personally. Tell them I said so.” He reached into a drawer next to the table, pulled out a business card, and handed it to Lonny. “In the meantime, go see this guy—Brian Robinson. He’s running the new office project on Tomball Parkway. You know where that is?”




  “I know exactly where it is. I’ll go see him now.”




  Mitch held his hand out. “Tell Brian I suggested you see him.”




  Lonny shook his hand. “Thanks, Mitch, I really appreciate it. You can count on me being by every week if I don’t hook up with Brian.”




  Mitch smiled. “You do that. Good luck.”




  Lonny took the half-hour drive to Tomball Parkway, where he waited an hour to talk to Brian. He had no work for Lonny but referred him to another friend, who did the same. By noon, Lonny had talked to four superintendents and gotten the same story at each site—no work. When he ran out of places to go, he stopped at a few fast-food joints. He couldn’t even get a job there. Frustrated and desperate, he turned off the road into a parking lot of a closed-up restaurant. He opened his phone and took out a piece of paper with a number written on it. For a moment he just stared at it. Then he punched in the numbers for Willard.




  “Hello?”




  “This is Lonny Hackett. I’m looking for work.”




  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”




  “Is this Willard?”




  “Ain’t no Willard here, and I’ve had this number six months or more.”




  “Sorry. I must have dialed wrong.”




  Lonny checked the number on the paper versus what he’d dialed. It was the same. Shit! He stopped at several corner stores he’d heard Willard frequented. They said they didn’t know him. About an hour later, on the way home, Lonny got a call.




  “Hello?”




  “Are you willing to do anything?”




  “Who’s this?”




  “I heard you been lookin’ for work.”




  “Willard?”




  “I don’t know Willard, but I hear you’re looking for work. I’ll ask one more time. Are you willing to do anything?”




  Lonny paused for a deep breath. He searched his soul for a reason to say no, but all he could think of was Lucia trying to give him her share of breakfast. And not being able to pay next month’s mortgage. “Yeah, anything.”




  “I know a guy, but the thing is, you can’t fuck with this guy. If you tell him you’re in, you better be in all the way. Know what I mean?”




  “Give me the number.”




  “It doesn’t work that way. If you’re in, tell me.”




  “Why the runaround?”




  “Are you in or out?”




  “In,” Lonny said, and received his first instructions. He drove to another corner store and checked with the clerk inside, who told him a disposable phone was in a bag in the dumpster. Lonny got it and wiped it off, disgusted at what he was doing already, then waited in the truck. He waited for almost half an hour before it rang. “Hello?”




  “I heard you want work.”




  “Yeah, I need work.”




  “Here’s what you do. And don’t write this down. Nothing gets written down, got that?”




  “Okay.”




  “Go to the coffee shop at Louetta and Kuykendahl Road. Be there at 9:00 AM. Do not be early. Park in the lot behind the shop next to a green van. The door will be unlocked. Get in the passenger side, put on the mask that will be on the seat and slip through the curtains into the back of the van. Talk to no one. Bring this cell phone with you.”




  “Is this a joke? You must be nuts.”




  After a short delay, the man spoke again. “Deal is off. Put the phone back in the bag. And remember, we know where you live, Lonny Hackett.”




  Lonny panicked. How the hell do they know my name? And where I live? “No, wait. I’m sorry. I’ll do it.”




  “Any more arguments, and you’re finished. Clear?”




  There was something about the way the man said clear that both grated on Lonny, and frightened him. “Clear,” Lonny said. He asked for the instructions again, then got in his truck and headed home. He kept telling himself he was doing this for Lucia and the kids, but he knew differently. This was an easy, cowardly way out of a tough situation.




  God forgive me for whatever I’m about to do.




  




  




  




  Chapter 6
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  Easy Pickings




  




  Lonny woke with a queasy stomach. He got dressed, sat on the edge of the bed and said a prayer. Then he stood, straightened his shirt, took a handkerchief from the drawer, and tucked it into his back pocket. Not many people carried handkerchiefs these days, but Lonny’s father had taught him that it was something gentlemen do. Lonny always made sure he had one.




  Coffee waited for him in the kitchen, compliments of Lucia. Lonny drank the coffee, and managed a piece of toast but gave his eggs to Mars. The way Lonny’s stomach felt, he didn’t think the eggs would stay down for long.




  A few minutes before nine, he got to the coffee shop. At exactly nine, he pulled alongside the green van. The door was unlocked. He hesitated before getting in, searching for a reason not to do this, but his desperation had him open the door. A wool cap with a dark nylon stocking mask lay on the seat. Lonny looked around to make sure no one was near. His hands shook as he slid the mask over his face. He moved the curtains aside and got in back. Five minutes later, the driver’s door opened and the van started. Lonny never saw the driver.




  After a drive lasting about twenty minutes, the van stopped. A tap on the ceiling signaled Lonny it was time to get out. He exited through the side doors into a small room resembling a two-car garage, but it was industrial, not a home. A door to his left was open. He walked into a large room. He noted the metal walls, concrete floor, and lack of windows. Warehouse, he thought. Fluorescent lights shone from about twelve feet above. At the far side of the room, a man sat behind a laminate desk. He wore the same kind of mask as Lonny.




  “Come in, Lonny.”




  His deep voice matched his lumberjack size. Probably weighed 240. Lonny didn’t like that the guy knew his name.




  “Have a seat,” the guy said. “I’m called Boss.”




  Lonny endured an intense interview with Boss, who explained the process to Lonny—what he didn’t know already—and more than once reminded him that mistakes were not tolerated.




  “We never take our masks off,” Boss said. “Never.”




  “I got that from this morning.”




  “That’s another thing. No one is to know where you meet. The meeting place will change every time. No personal information is to be shared. All instructions must be carried out immediately. Clear?”




  The word clear shook Lonny’s nerves. So this is the guy? “Clear,” Lonny said.




  “The person who drives the van is called Driver. No one sees Driver. No one talks to Driver. Clear?”




  “Clear,” Lonny said.




  “You will go through several days of training before your first job.”




  “I need work right away. I—”




  “I know you need money. You’ll be paid for the training.”




  Lonny nodded. “What do I do?”




  Boss stood, walked to a door at the back wall, and knocked. Another guy with a mask came in. He wasn’t as tall as Boss, and not as big, but still had Lonny by an inch or so. “This is Number Three,” Boss said. “He’ll teach you what you need to know.”




  




  For the next few days, Lonny went through the same routine. Meeting the van—at Starbucks, or Denny’s, McDonald’s, or a donut shop—anywhere that drew a lot of morning traffic. Afterward, he was driven to an unknown location where Number Three put him through the paces. On the fourth day, they went out, receiving instructions from Boss on the way to a job. Lonny had no idea what kind of job until they were halfway there.




  “This is a home invasion,” Boss said. “If we follow procedure, no one will get hurt, and we’ll make good money.”




  Lonny swallowed hard. Home invasion! What the hell have I gotten myself into?




  They got to the house by mid-morning, driving past it a few times to check that all was in order. Just before noon, Driver pulled to the side of the street and tapped on the ceiling to let Boss know it was clear. Boss waited while Driver got out of the van, and then Boss moved to the front seat, closed the curtain, and removed his mask. He exited the van and approached the house. He was dressed as a telephone repair man; it wouldn’t do to be seen wearing a mask in this neighborhood. He rang the bell. By the time an old woman answered, Boss had his mask on and gun drawn.




  Number Two got the call to come in. Driver pulled up to the garage. Everyone exited the van and entered the house through the back door.




  The wife was the only one home. It didn’t take much time to gather the jewels, a little cash, and a stack of negotiable bonds from a safe hidden in the bedroom closet. Lonny’s job was to watch the street from the front window. Number Three got the safe, and Number Two watched the wife. Boss checked the house for things they might have missed. He found a few pieces of art that would bring good money.




  Boss looked at his watch as he came back to the living room. “Number Three, time to go.”




  Thirty seconds later, they were in the van and headed back to the base. Boss paid everyone then sent them home. “I’ll call when the next job comes up.”




  Lonny’s cut was a little more than two thousand. Not a fortune, but enough to keep his mortgage paid and put food on the table. He hated what he’d done, but Boss said the wife’s insurance company would cover everything. That made it seem less like stealing.




  For two nights, Lonny threw up, cursing his weakness, ashamed of what he’d done. The only things that kept him going were the money and the knowledge that no one got hurt. He didn’t give a shit about insurance companies. Still, when the call came from Boss about the next job, he got sick all over again.




  ***




  Boss parked a block down the street from the Marshalls’ house, fastened a leash on the dog, and started off on his daily walk. He’d been doing this for a week, ever since he chose this house as the next target. He didn’t like home invasions, but they produced big scores with less risk than banks, which didn’t bring much more than a good convenience store. The poker games had been a good gig, but they had gotten too hot since Number Three hit that cop. Boss should have killed Three for doing that. Next time he would.




  Boss walked slowly, taking time to case the house and make note of the Marshalls’ routines. The dog path ran past a wooded section of the backyard that bordered a golf course, a perfect spot to gain access. After he finished the walk, he loaded the dog into the car and headed for home, calling Dispatcher on the way.




  “It’s me.”




  “Tell everyone it’s tomorrow night. I want them to meet me an hour early.”




  “They’ll be there.”




  




  Boss sat in a folding chair, going over the plans one final time. A door creaked open, and he stirred, pulling his mask down as his hand slipped to the gun in his waistband. The mask was nothing more than a dark nylon stocking, but it sufficiently disguised his face.




  “Number Two coming in.”




  Boss relaxed, focused on the door. Number Two took a seat next to him, studying the plans.




  “We’re certain of the times?”




  Boss nodded. “Double-checked and confirmed.”




  “And the neighbors aren’t home?”




  “Not on the side we approach from,” Boss said. “The others won’t be able to see us.”




  “Good,” Number Two said. “That’s why I like working with you…Boss.”




  Before long, Numbers Three, Four and Five arrived. They went through the details one last time, and then Boss looked at his watch and stood.




  “Remember your stations. And remember protocol. No one has to get hurt. No one should get hurt. Clear?”




  “Clear,” everyone answered.




  “How much time do we have?” Number Two asked.




  “From entry to exit, twenty-five minutes.” He looked around. “Any questions?”




  “How are we going to drive with a mask on?” This question from the newcomer—Number Five.




  “Driver will drop us off and pick us up. None of us will ever be unmasked in front of anyone. Any more questions?” No one answered. “Let’s go.”




  Driver parked half a block from the house, where an access road to the golf course cut through the houses. As they approached the Marshall house from the rear, Number Four went around to the front, keeping close to the bushes. He stepped onto the front porch and rang the bell.




  Boss checked his watch. “Ten more seconds,” he whispered, then continued the countdown. “Five…four…three…two…one…go!”




  They stepped quickly across the Marshalls’ backyard, moving to the sliding door and making their way inside. A young girl was at the kitchen table. Her mother was answering the door.




  Number Three moved quickly through the house and grabbed the mother. He held a knife to her throat. “Don’t make a sound.”




  Number Two had the girl. “Don’t scream,” she said.




  Boss walked quickly to the living room. Number Four had the servant under control.




  Boss turned to Number Two. “I’m going upstairs. “Five, come with me.”




  Marshall was still in the shower. Boss entered carefully, yanked the door open. A knife was in his hand. Knives scared people more than guns. The man screamed. Fright does that to people.




  “Try to keep quiet, sir. We have your family in the other room. We don’t want anyone to get hurt.”




  “What do you want?” He panicked, grabbing a towel to cover himself.




  Boss took it from him. “No need for that. We’re all family. Come with me.”




  “What do you want?”




  Boss pressed the knife into the man’s stomach, just enough to draw a little blood. By the time they got to the living room, Number Two had the son naked too.




  “I want all the jewelry and cash. And any valuables that will fit in these bags.” Number Three handed two bags to the mother and daughter. “If you try anything, the men die.”




  “Don’t hurt us,” the mother said. “Please don’t hurt us.”




  “Do as I say, and it will be fine.” Boss nodded to Two and Five, a signal to accompany them. “We don’t have much time.”




  They returned in a few minutes. Judging by the smirk shining from under Number Five’s mask, it must have been a good haul. Boss turned to the father. “Where’s the safe?”




  “There is no safe.”




  Boss nodded to Number Three, who struck the boy on the knee with a tire iron. He was a big kid, almost as big as his father, but he went down screaming. Three kicked the boy in the stomach until he gasped for breath.




  “No!” the mother screamed. She broke from Number Four, rushing toward her son. Four grabbed her. Number Five held the servant and daughter.




  Boss looked to the father. “If you want him to ever play football again, you better tell us where the safe is.”




  The mother screamed, “Tell them, Charles. It’s only money.”




  Charles Marshall lowered his head, embarrassed, but whether by his cowardice or his greed, Boss didn’t know.




  The boy grabbed Number Three’s ankles and yanked, bringing him down. Number Three scrambled to his feet. He struck the boy’s face with the tire iron repeatedly.




  “Number Three!” Two yelled.




  “That’s enough,” Boss said.




  “The safe is in the bedroom!” the father screamed. He tried going to his son, but Boss stopped him.




  “Your wife can bandage the boy while you take me to the safe.” Boss grabbed an empty bag and followed Marshall, returning in less than five minutes. He nodded to the others. They used duct tape to secure all five of them in a circle on the floor. “Let’s go,” Boss said.




  They left through the back door, moving along the path at a leisurely pace. Near the end of the trail, Driver picked them up.




  As Driver pulled out of the neighborhood, Lonny screamed at Number Three. “Why’d you do that? You hurt that boy.”




  Number Three reached for him, but stopped dead when Boss’ gun pressed against his head. “Sit back, Three.”




  Three hesitated. Boss cocked the hammer. “Your share of the money can pay for cleaning the van. Your choice.”




  Three leaned against the wall of the van, glaring at Boss.




  Boss turned his attention to Lonny. “Four, if you ever question what was done on a job again, your share will go for cleaning up. Clear?”




  Lonny gulped. “Clear.”




  




  




  




  Chapter 7
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  New Case File




  




  I got the call around 10:00 PM. I was seldom asleep, but if the phone rang late at night, I worried if something was wrong with my son.




  Did he fall off the wagon? Did he overdose?




  I’d been living with this nightmare for a year, though it seemed like ten. I grabbed the phone, anxious. “Hello?”




  “Gino, it’s Chief Renkin. I hope it’s not too late.”




  Chief Renkin! What the hell?




  “Not a problem, sir. What can I do for you?”




  “We have another home invasion, but this one escalated; they beat the son pretty badly.”




  “Where?”




  “Champions Forest. You live close by, don’t you?”




  “Not far at all, Chief. You think it’s the same group?”




  “It sounds like it.”




  “I assume you’ll clear this with Captain Cooper.”




  “Already done.” Renkin hesitated, as if he was going to hang up, then, “I know this doesn’t make any difference, but the Marshalls are dear friends of mine.”




  “I understand, sir.” Doesn’t make any difference, my ass.




  I grabbed my gun and headed out. Home invasions were bad enough; these people being “dear friends” of the chief compounded the situation. During the twenty-minute drive to the crime scene, I thought about my new job—Special Crimes. Sometimes I liked it, and at other times, it was a pain in the ass. Tonight would fall into the latter category.




  A few minutes later, I turned off Champion’s Forest Drive and into a circular driveway that looked as if it led to a country club. Why did the chief bother with an address? He could have just said look for the house that’s as big as a factory. The place stretched for half a block, all brick and windows, and enough rooflines to put a cathedral to shame. I rang the doorbell and waited, wondering if a nap was in order before they could answer.




  While I waited, I thought about what Marshall might look like based on what I knew—his name, and that his son played football. Damn good football, according to about every paper in Texas. A man who appeared to be in his mid-forties with signs of gray in his hair greeted me. Marshall fit everything I’d imagined. He was big, my guess was linebacker in college, and from the ring on his finger that anybody in Texas would recognize, he had played for A&M.




  “You must be Detective Cataldi.”




  His accent had me guessing he was from East Texas, maybe up by Tyler. I shook his hand. “Chief Renkin told me what happened, Mr. Marshall. How’s your son?”




  “Not good. My wife is still at the hospital. I came back to meet with you.” He stepped aside. “Come in, Detective.”




  I stepped into a marble foyer that looked half as big as the first floor of my house. It boasted a double-spiral staircase that resembled something from the Gone with the Wind era of mansions.




  Marshall led me through several rooms, all large and all decorated as if Interior Design or Architectural Digest would be there in the morning for photographs. We ended up in the kitchen, a place I could have retired in. It was the first time I felt truly comfortable since entering the house, but then again, kitchens had a way of doing that to me. They sparked images of food and good wine, although the good wine part was only in my dreams. My kitchen was stocked with cheap, or should I say, inexpensive Chianti. Anything over ten bucks a bottle had to wait for a Saturday night.




  “Would you like a glass of wine?”




  I was tempted to refuse, being on the job and knowing he was a friend of the chief, but curiosity got the better of me. “I’d love some. Thanks.”




  “What do you prefer?”




  “Whatever you have is fine, sir.”




  “I’m guessing you’re Italian by the name. How about Brunello?”




  “Brunello would be wonderful.”




  I expected him to turn to his servant or butler or whoever had been trailing us and issue an order, but he didn’t have to say anything; the guy took the cue and disappeared.




  “What happened to your head, Detective? That looks rather nasty.”




  “I got it while working undercover. It’s mostly healed.”




  Marshall sighed. “Good God, what is the world coming to?”




  I was about to say something when the butler returned. While he poured the wine, I took out my notepad. “Tell me what happened, Mr. Marshall, and try to go through it slowly. No detail is too small or too insignificant.”




  From the intense look in his eyes, I got the distinct feeling he understood. “I was in the shower when they came in. Roger, my son, was in his room showering. I’d picked him up from football practice and we came home and, as we always do, went to shower.” He sipped his wine and stared at me. “It’s almost too much of a coincidence that they chose that moment to come in—when both of us were showering. Don’t you think?”




  I made notes as he talked. “Who answered the door?”




  He shook his head. “My wife, but I know the details. One of them rang the bell, which she answered. The others came in through the sliding door in the back.” Marshall rose from the table and walked into the next room. “As you can see, there is easy access from the golf course, with plenty of cover from the foliage.”




  From the periphery, I saw the butler nodding. I wondered if he had warned them previously of what I was thinking.




  Keep the fucking door locked.




  “The door wasn’t locked?”




  He scoffed. “It never is, except at night. My wife checks the doors and sets the alarm before going to bed.”




  I walked outside and took a look around. We hadn’t had rain in weeks, so the ground was too hard for footprints, even with sprinklers. “Did they wear gloves?”




  The butler stepped forward. His accent wasn’t British, as I expected, but it was eloquent. “All of them did, sir. Surgical gloves.”




  I made a note and turned back to Marshall. “What happened next? Did you hear them?”




  He shook his head again. “I didn’t know anything had happened until one of them came into the bathroom. He opened the shower door, wielding a knife, and ordered me out.” He flushed before continuing. “For God’s sake, Detective, they wouldn’t even let me dress. They forced me out naked in front of my daughter.”




  “I wouldn’t say it’s common practice, sir, but a lot of professionals do it. It makes people feel helpless. Naked victims are less likely to resist.” I wrote down what he said, then continued. “What did they do next?”




  “They took our jewelry and cash then the one who seemed to be the leader asked where the safe was.”




  “You say the leader. Is there a reason why you say that?”




  “He ran the show. There were five of them, four white and one black. The tall man I’m talking about was white. He gave the orders.”




  “Is there anything else you remember about them? Take your time.”




  The butler spoke. “One of them seemed…feminine.”




  “You mean gay?”




  “No. A woman. She spoke only once. When the man struck Roger, she yelled ‘Number Three.’ After that, she never spoke again.”




  I sat upright, muscles tensed. My fist clenched involuntarily. “She said ‘Number Three.’ You’re sure?”




  “Positive,” the butler said. “I thought it odd at the time. It stuck in my head.”




  I looked to Marshall. “Did you hear it?”




  He seemed to give it thought. “I honestly can’t say. I was focused on Roger.”




  The butler spoke again. “After she said that, the lead man hollered ‘That’s enough, Number Three.’”




  My pulse quickened. My heart raced. This was the only lead I’d had to the mysterious Number Three since that fucker knocked me out and stole Mary’s watch. I was so damned nervous, I couldn’t think straight.




  I turned to the butler. “You said one was a woman. What makes you think that?”




  “Her voice sounded feminine. She was slight of build, and the way she moved shouted female. I was close enough to see her skin, too. It was smoother than the others’.”




  “I thought they wore masks.”




  “They did, but her arms were exposed. Or perhaps I should say her forearms were.”




  “That’s very good. That may help.” I turned back to Marshall. “What happened with your son? Why did it turn violent?”




  He lowered his head. “It was my fault.”




  I let him keep the silence, not forcing the issue.




  “As I said, after they’d taken the jewels and cash, the leader asked where the safe was.” Marshall looked up at me. For a minute, I thought he’d cry. “I told him I had no safe.”




  I waited, but he said nothing more. “What happened then?”




  “He didn’t give me a second chance. The boss nodded to one of the others, and they took a…a tire iron, and swung it at Roger, beating his legs and kicking him.” Marshall did cry now. “Roger…screamed and grabbed the man’s leg. Then they hit Roger’s face. And they kept hitting, and hitting, and hitting.” Marshall closed his eyes briefly, as if recalling the incident. “I thought they’d killed him. Jesse screamed ‘Tell them, Charles. It’s only money.’”




  Marshall wiped tears away. “After that, I told him where it was, Detective. I told him where everything was, but I had waited too long.” Marshall got up and walked around the kitchen. “The thing is they knew we had more. Someone must have told them.”




  “Did you have insurance? Who else knew where you kept things, or that you even had a safe?”




  “Of course the jewelry was insured. As far as who knew, all of us have safes.”




  “‘All of us’?”




  “I’m sorry. All of our friends, the people we associate with. But none of them know where our safe is.”




  “And neither did the robbers.”




  “Detective, honestly. You can’t think our friends had anything to do with this.”




  “Right now, Mr. Marshall, I’m just asking questions. Let’s go over everything again. What they looked like. How tall they were. Their build. How they talked. What they said. Any accents? I’m going to need everything I can get if we hope to catch these people.”




  And I wanted to catch these people more than Mr. Marshall could ever know. That watch was my last gift from Mary, and that scum-sucking fucker named Number Three was going to pay for taking it.




  I got back to focusing on their answers. The butler said the one in charge was maybe 6’ 3” or even 6’ 4”. Marshall swore he wasn’t that tall.




  “I’m 6’ 2”,” Marshall said. “And he was about my height. No taller.”




  I made note of that. “What about build. Big and bulky? Thin and wiry?”




  Marshall thought. “Big, I’d say.”




  “He was bigger than Mr. Marshall,” the butler added.




  “How did they talk? Did anyone have a recognizable accent?”




  “They were from Texas,” the butler said. He seemed positive about that.




  Marshall agreed. “They didn’t say much, but when the leader asked about the safe, I detected a Texas accent.”




  I finished my notations, took a moment to focus, and started again. “Let’s go through the whole event one more time. I know this is difficult, but it may help.”




  Marshall gripped the wine glass as if it were a life jacket. “I’m ready. Go on.”




  For the next hour, we went through the details. The butler had an excellent memory. When we were done, I gave them both my card and said I would be back to ask more questions.




  Marshall walked me to the door. “Do you think there will be more invasions?” He paused. “Do you think you’ll catch them?”




  “It’s difficult to say, Mr. Marshall. These cases are tough. If they quit now, the chances are not good for us catching them. We normally only catch them if they start making mistakes.” I knew that wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but I hated to give victims false hope. Nothing worse than promising to catch who did them wrong and not deliver.
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