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Macbeth, Act IV, Scene ii:

Son: Was my father a traitor, mother?

Lady Macduff: Ay, that he was.

Son: What is a traitor?

Lady Macduff: Why, one that swears and lies.

Son: And be all traitors that do so?

Lady Macduff: Every one that does so is a traitor and must be hanged.

Son: And must they all be hanged that swear and lie?

Lady Macduff: Every one.


One

“May I pour you some tea?” Felicity Edwards Morris laid her still-beautiful hand upon the swan-neck handle of a silver teapot.

“Why, yes, please.” Randolph Percy smiled.

God, he loved pretty women, and Felicity certainly did qualify as one. Never topped a hundred pounds in her whole life. She was like a white-haired, seventy-two-year-old, pansy-eyed doll who didn’t look a day older than he, who was very well preserved if he did say so himself, at sixty-five.

“I never saw a bit of sense in lying about one’s age,” she’d offered the night Margaret Landry had introduced them at a dinner party. “Do you?”

Well, of course, she wouldn’t—not a woman who’d kept her looks as well as Felicity, growing a patina like fine old silver as the years passed.

Which reminded him. He took a harder look at the teapot in her hand. Now that was worth a pretty penny. And there was plenty more of the good stuff on a breakfront in her parlor, and in the dining room he had made note of a dinner service for twenty-four, not to mention a huge beveled-glass cabinet filled with porringers, candle snuffers, salvers, chafing dishes, trays from toast to turkey, a sea of miniature salt and pepper shakers, and gravy boats.

“What lovely things you have.” His porcelain caps were as white as Felicity’s Haviland teacup.

“They say that my great-grandmother’s having buried the silver in the back yard, so the Yankees wouldn’t get it, gives it that special glow.”

Felicity tilted her head as she delivered the line. Scarlett couldn’t have done it better if she’d been here on this Sunday afternoon. And then she laughed her magical laugh that sounded like someone running a finger first up and then down a piano. Felicity’s voice was only part of her very attractive package, the kind of package to which Randolph was always drawn: age, beauty, and, as he liked to say, the good things of life in plenitude. Or, in short, cash.

“Now look what Louise has put together for us.” Felicity leaned forward from the green settee and lifted an embroidered cloth to reveal a feast that made Randolph sit up straight.

Lord knows, if there was one thing he liked as well as gambling and pretty ladies, it was good food. He rubbed his hands down his gray flannel pants while looking at two kinds of cheese, paper-thin Smithfield ham, bread-and-butter pickles, Louise’s egg bread, to which he was most partial, marinated mushrooms, Vidalia onion relish which Felicity had canned, and homemade cookies—both chocolate lace and sand tarts.

“Felicity, I swear I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

She smiled up at him from beneath her eyelashes, a trick practiced before her mirror and perfected sixty-five years ago. Then a glissando of her delighted laughter floated up as Randolph had pulled from behind his ear a silk orchid that he kissed and presented to her.

“You are so full of tricks! I don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”

He trained his lapis blue eyes on her soft violet ones. 

“Marry me.”

“Oh, Randolph! You are preposterous!”

“Now why do you say that every time I ask you? You know, Felicity, if I didn’t think you were fond of me,” he said and stuck out his bottom lip in what he’d always thought was an adorable pout, “I’d have my feelings hurt.”

But he wasn’t so upset that it put him off his feed. He piled a plate with ham and cheese and mushrooms while Felicity watched. Randolph had lovely table manners, but, my Lord, the quantity of food she’d seen pass through his lips, which he licked with the little eraserlike tip of his tongue and then wiped with his napkin. His fastidious gluttony made her tremble. What might that indicate about his other appetites?

“Well, my dear?” he asked between bites.

“Randolph, we’ve only just met.”

“That is not true. It’s been,” he said and rolled mischievous baby blues as he calculated, “two months, four days, and sixteen hours. And in that time, I’ve come to love you as if I’d known you forever. My sweet, at our age,” he said and leaned over, took her hand, and kissed it softly, “I’m afraid we don’t have forever. We must gather our rosebuds while we may.”

Oh, it was tempting. He was such a clever man and so amusing. Why, she couldn’t remember anyone who had made her laugh like Randolph—not since dear Joseph.

Pish! What was she thinking about? Joseph, who’d widowed her seven years ago, had never made her laugh. Why on earth was she so polite about him—even in memory—just as she’d always been the ever-so-proper banker’s wife for, Lord have mercy, could it really have been forty-one years?

Why, that was silly. She wasn’t even that old. She smiled and tossed her head. Felicity Edwards was still a young thing. With young passions.

Oh, Johnny. Her breath came faster. She crossed her bediamonded wrists across her breast so that her fingertips touched both sides of her throat. She felt her pulse there—quickening when Johnny entered the room. Johnny pushed her back on a pile of fur coats in the cloakroom of a Fifty-second Street speakeasy and ran his long, clever fingers along the scalloped edge of her rose silk teddy. Johnny sang into her ear the same tune she’d heard him play earlier that evening on his saxophone. Johnny thought she was the most talented ingénue on Broadway.

“You’re not acting with me, are you, baby?” he teased as he tickled her ear with his pink tongue. She laughed. Lordy, how she laughed.

Look at him now, wiggling his ears. Her daddy used to do that when she and Emily were girls—gave them the silly giggles.

“Felicity?”

Her big soft eyes swam as she pulled herself back into the room and the present—wherever and whenever that was.

“I asked if you wanted to play cards.”

“Oh, my dear!” She loved the past. It was so cozy. But the present was where she lived. Well, most of the time. “I must owe you five hundred dollars at gin. You are such a clever player. I don’t know how I’m ever going to repay you.” She dimpled then, for, of course, Randolph wouldn’t take her money. It was all a game.

“I’m sure you’ll find a way.” Then Randolph lightly goosed her in the middle, just high enough to let her know that he was aware of her breast but low enough to call himself a gentleman.

For just a moment, his touch felt like Johnny’s, and she began to drift again, but then she jerked herself back. Pay attention. “Why don’t you do some card tricks for me? That’s so amusing.”

From Randolph’s navy blazer sleeve, a deck materialized. He fanned the pasteboard royalty before her.

“Pick a card, any card.”

Felicity’s finger tapped. Her old rose-cut diamonds sparkled with blue fire. Tiffany & Co. He didn’t have to guess their pedigree; he knew it.

If only it were so easy for him to pick winners at the track. He’d lost a bundle in Birmingham the previous week. Sea Breeze looked right, he smelled right, his jockey even wore the right colors. And what did the nag do? He stumbled and came in last.

Randolph cut and recut the cards, fanned and refanned, and out popped Felicity’s choice. Queen of hearts.

She crowed with delight. They always did.

“I can’t believe they taught you tricks like that at Harvard Law.”

“How else do you think I worked my way through?” Randolph smiled. “As I’ve told you before, dear heart, my beloved father took a long walk off a short Savannah pier when he lost everything, leaving my poor mother without a dime, my sister without a dowry, and me in very embarrassing straits. Difficult to be genteel when you’re all a-tatter. Of course, I’m grateful, dear sweet thing, that you never had to know about that sort of thing.”

“Why, Randolph.” It always embarrassed her when people talked about money. She felt she ought to have Louise pack them a lunch. Or she should write them a check. Something.

“Now, Felicity. Remember I already know that except for the short time you were acting—up in New York—you’ve spent your whole life right here in Inman Park. Furthermore, this gorgeous piece of Victoriana,” he said and waved a hand at the parlor in which they were seated, “is equally as elegant as the house on Elizabeth, in which you were born, surrounded with neighbors like the Candlers. Is it true that old Asa Candler kept the secret recipe for Coca-Cola in a vault in the basement of Callan Castle?”

“Gracious, I don’t know. That’s what everyone said, but I don’t care about things like that.”

“I know.” She didn’t have to. He put away the cards. “Enough tricks for now. Let’s get out the Ouija and see what’s in store for us on our trip.” He pulled the Ouija board from beneath a table with long, slender legs carved like lilies. “I think we ought to take our time getting to Louisville, don’t you? Take a couple of days to drive it. Spend the night in, say, Gatlinburg. The leaves should be beautiful by then. Let’s see what the Ouija says. Put your fingers on the marker, dear.”

Felicity did his bidding, and soon the electricity between them grew, and the plastic marker began to circle. She watched it slide around and around on the slick board. Was she really making it move, or was Randolph? Who knew? Who cared? It was a metaphor, she thought, for the dance that took place between a man and a woman when they stripped off their clothes, the dance that, when it was good, assumed a life of its own.

“Oh, Johnny,” she began to sing. “Johnny be good to me.”

“Hush now. You’re interfering with the Ouija. You can’t make it speak. You have to trust it.”

“Oh, I don’t have to make Johnny come to me.” Felicity’s voice grew huskier. It was a very sexy sound.

No wonder she was still in demand as a voice coach. She might be a little dotty, though that came and went, but to Randolph, her voice was a rush as thrilling as a bugle, as mournful as a dove. It was bright lights and promises and magic. It was rumpled sheets and fog horns and shiny golden rings.

“I just snap my fingers and Johnny’s right there. There.” She pointed.

Then Felicity stood—scattering the Ouija—and began to sway around the room, dancing to music that Randolph couldn’t hear. But he could tell that in her mind someone was holding her, someone whom she loved.

“Yes, darling, anything you say,” she trilled. “I’d go anywhere, do anything, if you play it for me. Pretty please. Play ‘Embraceable You.’”

Randolph could almost hear the horns in the background, that brassy sass of a big band.

He was tempted to get up and join Felicity—wherever she was. For a moment, he wondered if he really could.

He tucked the last piece of ham around the remaining bite of mushroom and washed it down with sherry from a crystal decanter on the sideboard helping himself.

Could he whistle Felicity’s tune? Wouldn’t it be something if he could come in on the same note she was hearing out there in the ozone?

“Oh, Johnny,” she cried in a long, slow moan, and the sound was royal blue flashed with fire-alarm red. Then it darkened through midnight blue, faded to purple. She flung her arms around her body as if she were holding together two halves that had been sliced apart.

“Johnny, Johnny, Johnny,” she moaned. As the tears began to fall, her face crumpled. Fifty years twisted across her skin like a shroud.

“No!” Now her voice shrilled. It was an ugly sound. “No, no, you can’t. I won’t let you!” Then the back door slammed, and the no-nonsense tones of Emily Edwards boomed through the house.

“What in the hell is going on?”

*

“Out.” Emily pointed with one arm as she threw the other around Felicity’s shoulders.

“I don’t think it was anything I—”

“Mr. Percy, I’m sure that you’re a perfect gentleman at all times. But my sister is ill. She’s not herself these days and I must ask you to leave.” She pointed again with a finger that would brook no objection. “Now!”

Randolph Percy had little choice but to grab his hat.

*

Felicity pulled away from her sister and resumed her dance. It was a tearful fluttering now like a butterfly trying to get back outside a pane of glass.

“Embrace me,” she whispered, a husky-voiced little girl. Then she hummed the song’s old familiar tune.

“Felicity. Come sit down, darling.” Emily patted the settee beside her. She reached out to her sister, but Felicity pulled away, needing both hands for her finale. She stood on an invisible stage, her arms raised beneath an imaginary spotlight that played across her lovely, ruined features.

“Don’t be naughty. Baby, baby. Momma. Come to Momma.” She faltered over the song’s words, mixing them up, missing her cue.

“Oh, Felicity,” Emily cried as the last note faded. “Poor Felicity.” She enveloped her sister who relaxed—like a child who needed nothing more than a comforting hug. But only for a minute.

Then Felicity pulled back and spat, “You had to come in and ruin it, didn’t you? You always do that. You want Randolph.”

“Easy now. Easy. Shhhhhh.” Emily hadn’t worked nearly fifty years as a nurse not to know how to deal with hysteria, though she knew this was only a symptom; Felicity’s real problems were much more complex.

“No! There’s nothing to talk about. You always send my boyfriends away. You’re just jealous. You hate it that I’m the pretty one.”

“I’m glad that you have admirers. I just wish you didn’t get so upset.”

“I’m not upset.” Felicity flung out a hand, and a teacup crashed. “Look what you made me do!” Fresh tears flooded. “I don’t know why you want all my boyfriends. You have plenty of your own. Too many.” Then she lowered her volume to a whisper, a seething damp of menace. “Be careful, Emily. People are going to find out you’re a slut.”

Emily stood and smoothed her skirt. “I think, my dear, I’m going to get something to calm you.”

“No!”

Felicity screamed and flailed with both fists now. The tea tray smashed onto the pink and green Chinese carpet.

“No! No! No! No! No!”

*

Emily made her way back to the little refrigerator in the pantry where she kept an assortment of medications for her spaniels, her own insulin, and, recently, Felicity’s tranquilizers. Kneeling before it, she let her eyes unfocus, and there was Randolph Percy’s face—the profile as handsome as a Roman coin, the still-full head of white hair. He was a handsome man with charm to burn. She could see why Felicity was so attracted to him, why she’d chosen to ignore the fact that he was about as trustworthy as a snake.

She unlocked the little refrigerator and reached inside. What in heaven’s name was she going to do about Felicity?

And what the hell was she going to do about Randolph?

She stared at the giant economy-size pharmacy bottle of Valium, which didn’t need to be refrigerated but which she’d placed there for safekeeping. Then another handsome silver head swam into focus. George Adams. He was the man to call in a tough spot. She’d talk to her friend George. His niece Sam, too. Now she was thinking. Since Samantha Adams’s series on the Constitution’s front page about that north Georgia sheriff, she’d been the talk of the town. Yes, Sam was what in her day had been called one smart, not to mention tough, cookie.

Tomorrow, Emily promised herself, she’d give the Adamses a jingle. Or maybe, with luck, she’d run into George tonight at Margaret Landry’s party.


Two

In the middle of an opening-night party at the Players, a theater in Sweet Auburn just across the street from the Ebenezer Baptist Church and down the block from the first home of Martin Luther King, Jr., Sam Adams hid behind a potted palm. She was pretending to be a wallflower—actually more like a wall poppy in a bright red silk dress that did nothing to hide any of her considerable charms. She was sucking on a Perrier while she eavesdropped on two young girls.

“So when’s Chill coming back from New York?” The blonde who was asking had a lot of vinegar in her voice.

“Friday, Saturday—I suppose.”

The I suppose was to let the blonde know she didn’t really care, didn’t give a hoot if Chill, whoever he was, was here or gone, and especially didn’t care that this little bitch with the twenty-four-karat hair was getting to her. But she cared all right. This long, tall drink of iced café au lait cared a lot. She tossed her head, and her wavy mane of brindled brown and russet did a flip over a golden shoulder.

“So, what’s the story? I thought you two were something, an item, you know, and here he’s gone off to New York for three weeks.”

“I told you already he’s up there getting a gig together.”

“A what?”

“A gig. A date at a rap club.”

“Well, I guess I don’t know about all that kind of thing, Laura.”

Sam shot a quick look back to Laura, the one she was rooting for. The girl was some black, some white, maybe a tad of something else exotic, the kind of mix that comes out gorgeous, which is what she was. Green-eyed, golden-skinned gorgeous, and so slender in a chartreuse silk slip of a dress that Sam dropped the last bite of a cheese hors d’oeuvre she’d been holding into the potted palm.

“I know you don’t know, sugar,” Laura said, getting into it now. The blonde was about to get burned. “They don’t teach you Scotties nothing about show business, do they?”

The girl’s range was something—from miming this little blue-eyed belle’s upper-class mush mouth to street talk without a bump.

“Why, no, they don’t.”

“Just teach y’all napkin folding and thank-you note writing?”

“They most certainly do not! I’m an econ major.” The blonde straightened her back and jiggled her shoulders. “And I don’t know why you’re being so mean. Acting like you went to public school or something. I just asked you about Chill. I don’t know why you’re so upset.”

But whatever Laura had stuck in her craw, she wasn’t giving it up so easily.

“They teach you other stuff when you take your field trips over to the Squeeze?”

Her tone was light, as innocent as cotton candy.

Sam jerked and almost dropped her Perrier atop the discarded cheese puff. Incredible. Here she was lurking on deb types on the off chance she’d pick up some skinny about the joint on Peachtree at Tenth, and this pretty thing just fired its name like a bullet. She couldn’t believe her luck.

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

“Uh-huh. I bet you do.”

“I do not.”

“Get real, Miranda. I know all about you.”

“You do not!”

With that, Miranda, finally realizing she’d bitten off more than she could chew, stomped away, flouncing the pink skirt of her party dress, just exactly the same shade, Sam bet, she’d worn when she was four. Showing a very neat little pair of legs.

Certainly neat enough to shake up the dirty old men who were paying for peep shows and perhaps other kinds of extracurriculars staged by young girls of a certain station over at the Tight Squeeze.

*

Sam hadn’t been able to get the tip off her mind, the one her plainclothes friend Charlie had handed her over a beer last week. His beer. She’d been off the sauce for almost a decade.

“Funny, ain’t it?” he’d asked, sliding an eye for the thousandth time over a badly painted nude hanging in Manuel’s front room. Sam’s favorite hangout was an old-fashioned place known for its camaraderie rather than its interior decoration.

“What?”

“I was just thinking, for all of its Bible-thumping, Atlanta’s one of the few places in the country where it’s legal for strippers to fraternize. Peel all the pretties off and shake it right in a man’s face.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Strip joints.”

“And why to me?”

“Hold your horses.” He took a long sip of beer. “Now about these strippers.”

Sam couldn’t hold them. “You think this ace investigative reporter gives a damn about peelers? Ecdysiasts? Stripteuse?” She leaned back in the booth and dragged that last one out through her elegant nose, then slurped up another oyster.

“You punch the button on your thesaurus?”

“Uh-huh.”

“But you didn’t say the magic words.”

“So?”

He reached under his badge and ID for his pen, then grabbed one of Manuel’s napkins. Charlie had a flair for the melodramatic, spent his nights off playing in amateur Gilbert and Sullivan productions. Sam had caught his not-bad baritone in H.M.S. Pinafore, which is why he said he kept doing her favors—so she wouldn’t tattle on his secret life. The truth was, she’d cozied up to and disarmed a shooter in a shopping-center parking lot the second week after she’d moved back to Atlanta and, in the process, saved Charlie’s life. It wasn’t the sort of thing that slipped his mind.

She’d turned the napkin around. “I can’t read your writing.”

“Society strippers.” He said it louder than he meant to, and a passing waiter shot them a look that Sam ricocheted back at Charlie.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’re repeating yourself. Sure you don’t want another soda? No? Well, I’m talking about little girls in special, live-and-in-color performances over at Tight Squeeze, the strip hole. Talking doing the hootchy-kootch, then sometimes joining the clientele later for private parties—if you know what I mean.”

“Who and how little and why?”

“Well, we got a few from Agnes Scott—college tuition’s awfully high these days. Maybe the fifteen-year-olds do it to keep themselves in crack-flavored bubble gum. Or just for kicks, little rich girls flaunting their behinds. Hell, what do I know?”

“Names?”

“Let’s just say their daddies’ faces, frequently pictured on the front page of your rag, are gonna be awfully red if this gets out.”

“We’re talking precocious girly acts and you’re hinting at occasional freelance juvenile prostitution starring the cream of nubile Atlanta society?”

Of which, she reminded herself, she’d once been a part.

“That’s pretty much the size of it. Photos of Vanessa Williams lost her the Miss America tiara ain’t got a thing on this stuff.”

“Why me? Sounds like yours. You guys too busy?”

“Sounds like a mine field blowing up is what it sounds like. Ain’t nobody downtown gonna touch it with somebody else’s dick.”

Sam’s left eyebrow lifted. “Which is why you’re giving it to me?”

“Don’t want to be messing with a man about his little girl.”

“You think I do?”

“Sammy, love, I think these folks are right down your alley. I also think you got a natural curiosity that, no matter what, is gonna get the best of you.”

*

So she’d opened a file and was hanging around in potted palms, which was pretty much how she worked, her deal with the paper being that if they wanted to steal her away from the San Francisco Chronicle, it would be on her terms. She dug up her own stories, unless they had something downtown that was too tasty to pass up, and she always worked alone. She dropped into the office in the rare off-moment, skipped the whole chain of command, reporting only grudgingly to Hoke Toliver, the managing editor, whom she’d just now spotted across the Players’ vestibule.

He was giving her his Jack Nicholson grin behind the back of his wife, Lois. Sam raised her glass of Perrier with her middle finger extended; he saluted her with his ginger ale. Hoke was a recovering drunk, too, the only thing they had in common, she frequently reminded him. Except our mutual and enduring lust was his predictable reply which she just as routinely ignored.

Suddenly there was a flurry of excitement, a drum roll, and then a burst of applause as Margaret Landry entered the room. Heads swiveled. Sam listened.

“You were wonderful, sugar.”

“Child, ain’t you something?”

“Lady Macbeth’s got nothing on you!”

An admiring swarm circled Margaret, but then it was her theater, her performance, her party, and she was the star.

She surely looked it this opening night. She’d changed from Lady Macbeth’s robes to a flowing gown of gold cloth. Her hair was a reddish halo. Margaret Landry was a short, light-skinned black woman built like a diva. Her broad face was beautiful, her smile dazzled. She beamed now at the young beauty, Laura, who had enveloped her in a big hug.

Then someone boomed, “A toast to Lady Margaret.” Sam recognized the speaker. It was Mayor Andrew Young. He raised his glass and added, “To her talent.”

“Her beauty,” said Congressman John Lewis.

“Amen,” called someone from the crowd.

“Her spirit.”

“Tell it, brother,” a woman added.

“And her soul,” concluded former Mayor Maynard Jackson.

The power was certainly out in force tonight.

“Amen!”

Feet were stomping, gold bangles jingled. The dressed-up and sophisticated crowd was making sounds like old-time religion, having a good time.

Sam did a quick 360-degree turn around the room. Blacks outnumbered whites by about two to one, the same as the general population of New Atlanta. Not that there was anything ordinary about this crush of political and cultural movers and shakers, so elegant they glittered when they moved.

A band tucked in a corner began to play. She bounced with the music, glad to be there. Yes indeedy, she’d done right coming home.

“Ms. Adams! I am so delighted that you could come!”

It was Margaret Landry, the lady herself. God, the woman positively glowed.

“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. And I’m so flattered you recognize me.”

“Why, everybody knows you. What with the fantastic work you’ve done in the past year, there’s never going to be any hiding your light under a bushel. My dear, you’re a star!”

Margaret’s delivery had a kind of magic. A charisma that grabbed your attention and your imagination and thrilled you. She was bigger than life, a force of nature. Her very presence brought tears to your eyes.

“Why, thank you.”

“Don’t thank me.” She reached up and tapped Sam’s chin with a plump forefinger, giving her a dimple, Sam knew it. “Thank yourself.”

And then, razzle-dazzle, Margaret was gone.

Oh, yes. There was no place on earth Sam would rather be at this moment. These were good times. Good people. And no matter how long she’d hidden out there in California pretending she was a sunshine girl, Southerners were her kind of folks.

She said as much to the good-looking older man who had just slipped his arm through hers, her Uncle George.

“Indeed, indeed! Couldn’t agree more. Can’t imagine why you ran off and left us for so long.”

She flashed him a watch-your-mouth look, but he just smiled.

“You know,” he went on, “I remember when Margaret Landry first came to Atlanta, bound and determined to found her own acting group and equally set on its being the city’s first multiracial theater.”

“People said it couldn’t be done, didn’t they, George? But you helped Margaret prove them wrong.” Miriam Talbot slid in and patted the arm of her neighbor and constant companion.

“Well, I didn’t do all that much.”

“That’s what he always says,” Miriam said to Sam. “But you know he used the weight of Simmons and Lee to do a lot of good. Certainly more than other attorneys I could name.”

“Now, Miriam. Hold on. She’s still mad at Burton Simmons for serving divorce papers on Beau,” he said to Sam.

“I know.”

“And what are you grinning about?” Miriam asked Sam. “I swear, between the two of you, you certainly know how to pick on an old woman.”

“Old woman, hell.” Sam hooted. “Besides, I can’t help it. You know I think stringing up would be too good for your son Beau.”

“Ladies. My dear sweet ladies,” George interrupted, though he knew their bantering was all in good fun. Or almost all. “Samantha, how long are you going to have to be back in Atlanta before you relearn your good manners?”

“If it hasn’t happened in a year, George, I wouldn’t be holding my breath,” Sam answered. “Besides, reporters don’t have manners. Not if they’re any good.”

“And you are that.” He rumpled her dark curls. “We need more like you spreading the good word about the South.” He gestured around the room. “About successful ventures like this one.”
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