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THE INVESTMENT BROKER


with “wife” trouble was dead—murdered—that much was certain.

The investment broker was dead—locked in an office twelve people had seen him enter alive—and outside the door were:




• the gorgeous blonde (exhibit # 1 in the divorce proceedings)

• the beautiful red-head (with some interesting angles—not to say curves—of her own)

•	two private richards with shady reps (but unbreakable alibis)

• and eight employees




The investment broker was sitting at his desk, suave, unruffled, and impeccably dressed as usual—yet the autopsy showed he had been DROWNED!
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DEATH ONE:
    WATCH THE JOOLS
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Watch The Jools is bread and butter for the private richard. There is Watch The Jools and there is Louse The Spouse, and both are bread and butter, and both are duller than delinquency in hell, but bread and butter is bread and butter, and a man must eat. Louse The Spouse is a private detective’s assignment to uncover incriminating evidence against a husband or wife (depending upon who employs him) which, eventually, will lead to divorce, separation, or settlement with proper pecuniary blandishments. Watch The Jools is standing about in the midst of crowded (and usually drunken) festivities to see that none of the silverware is displaced, that nothing of value magically vanishes into the perfumed air, and that milady’s baubles remain festooned within the copious crevice of her abundant bosom. There are many ramifications to these staple assignments—ranging from dull to duller—but when the call is from Robby Tamville, there is hope, at least, for a change from bread and butter—something like a taste of brandy which is so old you cannot pry the cork loose from the bottle (or some such other dandy divertissement for the dilettante). The call, in point of fact, turned out to result in a combination of both Watch The Jools and Louse The Spouse, which puts gilding the lily in the same category of whitewashing the barn door.

The call came through at one o’clock of an afternoon which was running its own special preview of Indian Summer. It was muggy and sweaty and hotter than a cooch-grinder wriggling through an audition for a rhythm show in Vegas. My legs were up on the desk and I was dreamily debating a visit to a lady graphologist who had begun to prick at my libido. This being afternoon, it would be an afternoon visit, which would make it social, since the lady worked nights. The lady worked at reading handwriting in the plushest of New York bistros—Monte’s Cave on Fifty-seventh and Park. We had become acquainted after one of Monte’s famous informal introductions, and I was busily plighting my troth. The lady was quite wonderful at reading handwritings—but she was even more wonderful at doing handwritings, as a short check (which comes free when you’re in the business) disclosed. The lady had once been indicted and tried for a series of forgeries in Los Angeles, but a good lawyer, a shapely leg, and a sympathetic jury had got her off. She had since shifted to New York, was reading handwritings, and was doing right well. Of course I had not mentioned the results of my short check: who strews rocks on the pathway of the plighting of a troth? The lady’s name was Sunny Saunders (Sunny being a corruption of Sondra), and I had my feet off the desk, and my finger in the phone dial, when Tamville’s call came through.

My buzzer buzzed and my secretary said: “Pick up the phone.”

“Who is it?”

“A Mr. Tamville.”

“A who?”

“A Mr. Tamville.”

“A Mr. Who Tamville?”

“A Mr. Robby Tamville.”

“Robby Tamville!” Excitement nagged like a young wife at an old husband. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Okay. Enough already with the chit-chat. Put him on.”

She grunted. I grunted back at her.

She put him on.

“Hello!” Tamville was crisp and peremptory. “How are you, Pete? Long time no see, and all the rest of that crap. Grab a hat and come down the office. Right away. Bye, now.”

He hung up and I cursed and praised him in the same breath. I cursed because he was a mean little guy, a vicious little guy, a pompous little guy, and a demanding little guy. I praised because a call from Tamville represented business, and my business of late had been of the peanuts variety, and Tamville, whatever else he was, was not peanuts, and my yen for Sunny Saunders was no more than a twist away from boredom: I didn’t really have a yen at all.

“Grab a hat!” he had ordered. “Come down the office! Right away!”

I sighed.

I went.

Right away.

But I did not grab a hat.

I took a cab to Pine Street, where his office was. And I told the cabbie to use the Highway because I was in a hurry. But I left my hat smack-dab on a corner of my desk. What’s a hat on a corner of a desk? Nothing. To me, at the moment, it was something. It was a symbol of my trying to cling to my fleeting self-respect. True, it wasn’t much. But then, neither was Robby Tamville.
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The offices of Tamville & Hart, 60 Pine Street, were high in the needle of the tower. You went through thick ground-glass doors, white as snow, and then you were in a reception room with a purple carpet. A gold plaque over the reception desk stated as simply as raised-gold can state: TAMVILLE & HART, INVESTMENT BROKERS. A girl behind the desk batted eyes at you that matched the carpet. Sweetly she said, though not encouragingly: “Yes, please?”

“Mr. Tamville.”

“Who shall I say, please?”

“Peter Chambers.”

“One moment, please.” She talked into her telephone.

The moment dragged to ten minutes. The girl talked into her phone again, batted her eyes again, said, “Very soon now, sir.” I walked. I wore out some of the purple carpet, kicking up little purple tufts. It helped—like leaving the hat at the office—but it didn’t help much—like leaving the hat at the office didn’t help much. Finally her phone tinkled and she talked to it and listened and hung up and said, “Mr. Tamville will see you now.”

“Thanks,” I said, “a lump.”

“Through the swinging doors,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am. I know.”

Through the swinging doors was a large room that was set up to impress the customers. There were four desks on either side of the room, to the left and to the right. At each desk, there was a cluster of telephones and a small ticker. At each desk there was also a bright and busy young man, either talking on a telephone, or checking with the ticker-tape, or working on a pad with a sharp-pointed pencil. The room ended in a hip-high barrier somewhat like a picket fence, only the spikes on this one were solid tubes of mahogany. There was a swinging gate in the middle.

Beyond the swinging gate—and all on wall to wall soft-grey carpeting—was the spacious ante-room to the offices of Mr. Tamville and Mr. Hart, respectively. To the right—with Tamville’s door in the background—was a catty-corner desk presided over by an attractive redheaded secretary. To the left—with Hart’s door in the background—was another cattycorner desk facing the first catty-corner desk. Hart’s secretary sat behind that, and Hart’s secretary set me back on my heels and made the trip worthwhile, come what may. She was bright-blonde and blue-eyed, red-lipped and pert-nosed, and could be inadequately described as perfectly gorgeous. She reminded me of Sunny Saunders—the coloring and general characteristics were the same—but try and compare the masterpiece at the Louvre with the lithograph of the same which you picked up for twenty bucks to cover the crack on the wall of the attic. You cannot.

I sighed and steered my course to the left.

“I’m to see Mr. Tamville,” I said.

The blue eyes crinkled and the hint of a smile played around the full red lips. She pointed a crimson-tipped finger. “That would be the young lady over there.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Miss, Miss …”

“Rollins. I’m the other fella’s secretary. Mr. Hart’s.”

“Bully,” I said, “for Mr. Hart.” I tore myself away and presented myself to the redhead. “Seems,” I said, “I made an error. Seems I’m irresistibly drawn to hard-eyed blondes. Please forgive me. I am to see Mr. Tamville.”

She smiled a pleasant smile. “It is an error quite frequently made here,” she said. “Are you Mr. Chambers?”

“I am.”

“Please go right in. Mr. Tamville is expecting you.”

“Thank you. And thank Miss Rollins for her able directions.”

The redhead winked and I went away from her. I turned the knob on his door, pushed in, and closed it behind me. I said, “Hi.”

“It’s about time you got here,” he said.

“Been here, Mr. Tamville, for the past ten, fifteen minutes. Something special?”

“With me, everything’s special.”

“I mean something special in a hurry?”

“No particular hurry.”

“But you said ‘right away.’ ”

“And I meant right away. When I’m paying people, I expect them to jump.”

“Okay,” I said. “I jumped.”

“Okay,” he said, “and you’re being paid. Right now.” He drew out a wallet, extracted five bills, each for a hundred, and handed them to me. “Fair enough?”

“Depends,” I said, “on what I’m being paid for.”

“Look, my friend, I don’t underpay. Matter of fact, I’m notorious for over-paying.”

“Might be one of the reasons I jumped.”

“Sit down, Peter. Spread yourself. Rest. We’ve got plenty of time.”

“Yes, sir.” I sat down and I spread myself.

“I’ve always had a lot of respect for you, Peter.”

“Yes, sir.” I thought of my hat on the corner of my desk.

“I respect a man who delivers. Any time you’ve ever worked for me—you’ve delivered.”

“Thank you. What am I supposed to deliver this time?”

“Don’t rush me.” He looked at his watch. “Just sit. Rest.”

“Yes, sir. I’m sitting and I’m resting.”

He reached for a large cigar, clipped the point, lit it, turned in his swivel chair and gazed out of the window. He was a small man with sparse hair on a pale pate. He had squint eyes, thin lips and soft nervous hands. He was a millionaire many times over, had been married six times, and was at present in the unusual state (for him) of bachelorhood. He was regarded as a tough man to deal with: cruel, belligerent, whip-snapping. Seems a frequent trait in men who have inherited enormous wealth. Robby Tamville had inherited enormous wealth—unless you are an Oriental potentate who regards fifty million dollars as a piffle. I’m not and I don’t. At any rate, little Robby had inherited his piffle at age thirty, was presently at age sixty, and dwelt in splendor at the Tamville mansion up on the outskirts of Riverdale.

I coughed. Mildly.

Little Robby turned from his contemplation of the sky to a contemplation of me. “I didn’t keep you waiting out in the reception room on purpose,” he said. “If that’s why you’re wearing the scowl.”

“I’m wearing a scowl?”

“Damn right you are.”

“Must be because I’m doing one of my silent imitations.”

“Imitation?”

“Uh huh. A drunken potentate being snobbish.”

His eyebrows soared. “Drunken potentate being snobbish?”

“Yeah. I call it Pickled Potentate Ponders A Piffle.”

“What the hell are you talking about!”

“Nothing, really. I’m sitting, spreading, resting—obeying orders.”

“I’ve got another assignment for you.”

“You mean in addition to the sitting, spreading and resting?”

“Sarcastic bastard, aren’t you?”

“Don’t mean to be, Mr. Tamville. Only you said another assignment, and I don’t know what the first one—”

“Sit up, will you? And listen. It’s money.”

“Money?” I sat up and listened.

He chewed on his cigar. “Had an argument with my partner. I’m breaking up our partnership. He’s gotten himself into trouble again.”

“Trouble?”

“Income tax trouble, and this time he’s gotten himself deep into trouble. There’s been an investigation, and there’s going to be a trial. They’ve impounded our records here, and today they even tied up his bank vault. Who needs that kind of fiddle-dee-daddle? Can’t do this company any good, can it?”

Rhetorically I said, “No, sir.”

“I suppose, in a way, I’m sorry for him.” He blew smoke at the ceiling. “Anyway, he wants to see you.”

“Me?” I came to the edge of my chair.

“Yeah, you. I mentioned you were coming here, and he asked if he could see you. Not averse to a little extra business, are you?”

“Never averse.”

“Didn’t think you’d be.” He sniffed. “My thing’ll keep. Why don’t you go and see him now?”

“It’ll be a pleasure.” I stood up.

“Pleasure? You ever meet him before?”

“No.”

“Then what’s the pleasure?”

“The pleasure’s right outside his office. Seated at a cattycorner desk.”

He smiled around his cigar. “Some hunk, huh?”

“The hunkiest.”

“Been here only six months, and already she’s got him where the hair is short.”

“Like that, huh?”

“I don’t know like what. But she’s got the old bastard where the hair is short, You’re going to see more of her.”

“Me?” I said with favor.

“Yeah. She’s coming to my masquerade party tomorrow night. You’re coming too.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.” The squinty eyes squinted further in anticipation. “She’s coming as The Lady Eve.”

“I certainly will see more of her, won’t I?”

“You and me, kid. Thanks to Mr. Timothy Blattner.”

“Who he?”

“Fella that recommended her here for the job. Client. Little client with big ideas. You’re going to get to meet him too. Quite soon. But now you’d better go talk to Jonathan Hart.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, and moved with alacrity, and outside I touched Miss Rollins’ elbow. She looked up from reading a book, and frowned. “Mr. Chambers,” I said, “for Mr. Hart Mr. Tamville insists.”

She laid away the book. She stood up. She said, “Please wait here.”

Sitting she was something. Standing she was much more: tall and erect, round and full on top, narrow in the middle, and round and full on bottom. And going away, going toward Hart’s door, she was even more: charming faint ungirdled wiggle, full thighs in a sheathed skirt, tapering calves in flesh nylons, and the trimmest of ankles. I watched until she disappeared and waited for her re-appearance. When it happened, she said: “Please go right in.”

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

“You bore me,” she said.

“I’d love to,” I said.

“He’s waiting,” she said.

“Let him wait,” I said.

She sat down abruptly, grabbed at her book, and applied herself to it. I stood there like a guy with his foot in a hole. The redhead smiled and lifted her hands in a gesture of accustomed compassion. I nodded, shrugged sadly, and went into Hart’s office.

“I’m Jonathan Hart,” he said, coming forward, hand outstretched.

“Peter Chambers.” We shook hands.

“Like a drink, Mr. Chambers?”

“Yes, please.”

He opened a cabinet which had all the fixings including refrigeration. He dumped cubes into an ice-bucket, brought out bottles of carbonated water, said, “Please help yourself.” I made a highball, and then watched while he made his.

He was tall and slender, with white hair, a ruddy tight-skinned face, small hands, small feet, and a habit of grinding his teeth so that his jaw muscles quivered. The ruddiness of his face was sunburn but you cannot put sunburn onto your eyes. His eyes were tired and lifeless with loose-wrinkled pouches beneath them. His shoulders drooped, and when he talked, he sighed frequently, as though gasping for air.

“Mr. Tamville,” he said, “thinks very highly of you.”

“I’m glad,” I said.

“I … I … uh … I have a rather delicate problem, Mr. Chambers.” He fidgeted. “As a matter of fact, I’ve never employed a private detective before—don’t quite know how to go about it.”

“Simple.” I said. “You state your delicate problem. If it’s acceptable to the private detective, he states his fee. If that’s acceptable, you have employed your private detective.”

He sipped of his drink, set it down. “I want to divorce my wife. And I want you to turn up the evidence. If any.”

“Louse The Spouse.” I groaned.

“Pardon?”

“Nothing. Any leads?”

“Leads?”

“In the direction of the evidence.”

“No.”

“Any reason to believe that any evidence exists? I mean … a boy friend, something like that?”

“No. Nothing like that.” He went back for his drink and gulped most of it. Then, hesitatingly, seeming to be groping for the words, he said, “For … for the past couple of months … she’s been going out … and coming home late, very late. She … she stayed out a couple of nights … and her explanations to me—just weren’t explanations. I’m very curious to know just what’s what. And if it is what I expect—then I’m going to commence divorce proceedings. That’s my problem, Mr. Chambers. Now what’s your fee?”

“A thousand dollars.”

I don’t know why I said a thousand dollars. I could have said much less, I could even have said more. I could have offered the usual per diem rates, with expenses. I didn’t. I made it a flat rate. I think I know why I did that. I think it was because I felt the guy was lying. I don’t know why I felt he was lying but in a business like mine, after a while, you seem to grow antennae, like the feelers of a cockroach, and they poke around and you sort of get a message. Sometimes it’s right, sometimes it’s wrong—but more often it’s righter than wrong. Anyway, that’s why I made it a flat fee—take it or leave it—and I didn’t care much either way.

He took it.

He went to his desk, wrote a check and gave it to me. “Thank you,” I said. “And now if you please, some statistics.”

“Yes?”

“Where do you live?”

“1120 Park Avenue.”

“You and your wife?”

“Uh … not quite.”

I squinted at him. “Your wife doesn’t live with you?”

“Uh … not at present.”

“Where does she live, Mr. Hart?”

“I don’t know.”

“Now just a minute.” I helped myself to another drink, neat. “You mean, specifically, that you don’t know where your wife is?”

“That’s what I mean, Mr. Chambers.”

“How long has this been going on?”

“Two weeks. She … she just disappeared.”

“Did you report it to the police?”

“It … it wasn’t that kind of disappearance.”

“What kind of a disappearance would you say it was?”

“I mean … she didn’t just … just vanish. I mean for police, for Missing Persons, that sort of thing.”

“You mean she told you that she was going?”

“No.”

“Then what the hell do you mean?”

“I mean it’s not a disappearance … when you pack four bags … when you take most of your clothes from the closets.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. She left you. Is that what you’re trying to say, Mr. Hart?”

“Yes. I suppose so. Though God knows why.”

“So, first I’m supposed to find her, and then kind of poke around for the evidence. That it?”

“I don’t know. I told you—these are things I know nothing about. You’ll do your job to the best of your ability, and you’ll report back to me.”

“Where?”

“At home. Or here.”

“Suppose you’re not at either place.”

“Then my secretary will know where I am.”

“Suppose it’s after business hours.”

“She’ll still know where I am.”

“Yeah, but how’ll I get to her—after business hours?”

“Oh. Yes. She lives at 16 East 70th. Apartment 5. Her name is Jessica Rollins. Her phone number is in the book.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Now what about family?”

“We have no children.”

“No. I mean your wife. Any family? Relatives?”

“Just one. A brother. Anthony Quigley. Lived in England most of his life. Taught school there. He’s retired now.”

“Still in England?”

“No, he’s living here.”

“Know where?”

“At the Parke-Hedges Hotel. On Thirty-fourth Street.”

“No other relative?”

“Nobody else.”

“Well,” I said, “that about ties it. Now, how about a picture of your wife, photo, something like that?”

“I don’t have a picture here.”

“What about at home?”

“There are lots of them there. Look. Why don’t you come back here, say, at about four o’clock. I should be ready to go by then, and I’ll take you up to the apartment. You could look over any number of her photographs there. Perhaps we can have a bite of dinner together, and discuss this further.”

“Fine,” I said. “We’ve got a date.” And just then I noticed the door in the far wall—and I had right good need of a door in the far wall at the moment. “Got to powder my nose,” I said, heading for it.

“You’re going in the wrong direction.”

“Not that door?” I pointed.

“That’s an exit door.” He smiled with yellow-stained teeth. “Leads to a corridor, which leads to the elevators. Private like. Use it when I want to duck out, when some disgruntled investor is camping in the waiting room.”

I moved from foot to foot. “Sorry I brought the whole thing up.”

“Little boys’ room is outside, to the right of the reception desk.”

“I thank you,” I said.

The phone rang. Hart lifted it, listened, put it down. “Tamville wants you. And please—our talk was confidential.”

“Always is,” I said and I scooted and, after propitious use of the boys’ room, I re-entered the lair of Robby Tamville.

“Make money?” he inquired.

“I did.”

“Good. Got a couple of fresh arguments coming up with friend business-partner—but that’ll keep until after our business here is finished.”

“You mean it’s finally going to begin?”

“There are two gentlemen waiting outside,” he said. “One’s name is George Benson. He is a dealer in objects of art. The other is the chap I mentioned before, Timothy Blattner. He’s what is known as a business broker, which means a guy who tries to turn a buck. They’re both interested in a rare piece of jewelry of which I’ve decided to rid myself.”

“At a profit, of course.”

“Naturally.”

“How rare is this rare piece of jewelry?”

“A true object of art, a priceless object of art.”

“Such as?”

“An opal ring that was worn in times so ancient—that ancient history is modern in comparison. Has a name in the trade, too. Known as the Opal of Ramses.”

Up-tone, I said: “Opal of Ramses!” Then, down-tone, I said, “Brother, I haven’t gotten mixed up in one of these fancy jewel deals in years and years. I thought that sort of thing was obsolete.”

“Stop being a smart-aleck, will you please?”

“Me? A smart-aleck?”

“Listen. That damn ring is supposed to be one of those hard luck pieces—but I’m not a superstitious man. That is, not until lately.” His chuckle was grim. “Lately, everything’s been lousy, like my business things here with Hart. Anyway, I’ve decided to get rid of that ring. Cost me a hundred thousand bucks. I think I can turn a profit. Benson and Blattner, they’re prospective customers. I’m going to let them do a little bidding on it. Competition kind of ups the price.”

“Now?”

“No. I don’t have it here. Had it in the vault but I took it home. Got a safe in my cellar that’s rigged with more wires than a radar station. Tomorrow I bring it up and display it to my customers. That’s where you come in.”

“Watch The Jools,” I mumbled.

“What did you say?”

“Didn’t say a thing.”

“Either you’re becoming a mumbler, or I’m getting hard of hearing.”

“What’s my job going to be, Mr. Tamville?”

“First, now, you’re going to listen to my talk with Mr. Benson and Mr. Blattner. Then, tomorrow evening, you come to my home, as guest at my masquerade. Everyone wears a different costume—but I make the selection of costume for each guest.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s the way I want it. They either come dressed the way I want them to, or they don’t come at all.” He grinned, blinked both eyes. “Sonny, wait until you see the women. You’ll understand why I suggest the type of costume.”

“I understand already,” I said. “Like The Lady Eve for Miss Rollins.”

Tamville put a new light to his cigar. “All right. That’ll be your job. To keep your eyes and ears open at the party. I want a man of your talent, experience and resourcefulness to be present, period. Basically, it’s a damned small object, and damned small objects can disappear. So … I want you around. I’m taking other precautions, but you’re one of them. I’m going to be displaying the thing to my prospective buyers tomorrow night. Okay? Got it?”

“Yes.”

“Now, let’s see. You’ll come as a … a pirate. Fine. No other pirates at the party. Pirate. Fits you perfect.”

“Me? Or you?”

“Very funny, smart-aleck. Okay? Everything understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

He hit the button of his inter-com. He said, “Send the gentlemen in.”

Benson and Blattner were both big and broad-shouldered. They were of similar height and of the same general build, but Benson was a good deal older. He was about fifty, flat-nosed, eager-smiling and frightened-eyed. Blattner was no more than thirty; black-eyed, black-haired, aristocratic and handsome.

“Gentlemen,” Tamville said. “This is Peter Chambers. Mr. Blattner, Mr. Benson—Mr. Chambers.”

We shook hands. Benson’s was soft and wet, Blattner’s firm, strong and dry.

“Mr. Chambers is a private detective.” Tamville did not take his eyes from them as he spoke. “He’s a man whom I trust implicitly.”

He got no reaction from either one of them.

“In matters like these,” he went on, “I like to have a third party present, even in the initial discussions. Now, how about a drink, everybody?” He waved his cigar. “Right there, at the liquor cabinet. Help yourselves, please.”

We helped ourselves. Each of us made his own highball, carried it to a chair, and we sat around, drinking and listening to Robby Tamville. “You’ll both come to my masquerade party, gentlemen. We’ll mix business with pleasure. You, Mr. Benson, I’d like you as a circus clown. And you, Mr. Blattner, as a Persian prince. That’s tomorrow night, you know. Business with pleasure. There’ll be lots of ladies present, gorgeous ladies. Business with pleasure.”

“We see the ring then?” Blattner said. He had a soft resonant voice.

“Correct,” Tamville said. “Be frank with you, gentlemen. I think I can get more from one or the other of you than by throwing the thing into the open market. Both of you, at one time or another, have expressed an interest. Tomorrow night, I’ll display the thing to you. And then, frankly, I shall pit one against the other. Best offer, gets the deal. That’s business. But remember, you’ve got to be up over a hundred thousand dollars—way over, if I have my way. Clear enough?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Yes, sir.”

The rest was small talk and light chatter. Finally, Tamville said that he had to have a business talk with his partner, and right after that he was anxious to get home for a dip in the swimming pool. That was the cue that the interview was over. Blattner left first, then Benson, then I. When I went, I was preoccupied. I was so preoccupied that I forgot to look at Jessica Rollins, and more preoccupied than that you cannot get. What I was preoccupied about was Mr. Benson. He was either the most absent-minded man I had ever met or he was crazy. Because Mr. Benson had walked out of that office still holding on to a highball glass.

Which one, I did not know.
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What some men
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dollars—900,000 of them!
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