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      The dry heat sucked all the moisture out of Jessica’s skin. She wasn’t sure which was worse, Russia’s bitter cold winter or this. She squared her shoulders. She wanted this. There wasn’t going to be any wallowing in self-pity. A man waited for her just outside the gate. He wore a nice suit and held a sign with her name on it. She waved him down, and he took her carry-on bag.

      “Welcome to Egypt!” He beamed at her. She gave him a weak smile, and he continued. “Did you have a nice flight, Mrs. Erikson?” he asked in a thick Egyptian accent.

      “I did. Thank you.”

      She followed him into a chaotic mess of people. The line at passport control was as long as any Jessica had ever seen. When they finally reached the front, he took her passport from her. The man spoke in rapid Arabic to the agent on the other side of the glass, and within seconds they were on their way to the baggage carousel.

      He was efficient, moving her through the crowd quickly. She wanted to stop and look out one of the windows. Everything she’d seen outside of her airplane window had been brown sand. One of Jessica’s biggest fears moving from Moscow to Cairo was the lack of color. Moscow had been so full of color. Even in the winter, the buildings were red and gold. Here, there was only desert. She hated brown. And sand.

      “Do you have many bags?” he asked. He was two steps ahead of her and already watching bags roll down the carousel. Jessica pushed her way through throngs of passengers to join him.

      “Three. They are fairly large.” She would be getting a shipment in a few weeks, but she knew from experience that living in a foreign country would be easier if she started out with as many comforts from home as possible.

      People were everywhere. They shoved in all around her. Hands grabbed at bags. Not all were careful where they were grabbing either. Claustrophobia threatened to overwhelm her and send her into a panic attack. She never felt that way in Russia. Moscow hadn’t been quite this intense. The wide-open spaces of the countryside allowed her to feel at home even though she was a long way from South Dakota.

      They weaved through the masses of humanity to the sliding doors leading out of the airport. The heat smacked her like an exhaust pipe blowing in her face. It wasn’t humid like summer in South Dakota, but it certainly was the hottest air she’d ever breathed. Her thick blonde hair clung to her neck. If only she had a hair tie. She imagined from now on she’d be wearing lots of ponytails.

      Three women waved excitedly at her from the pickup lane. They stood next to a white SUV that was nicer than most of the vehicles that whizzed past. But it wasn’t the vehicle that caught her attention.

      All three wore varying shades of the brightest flowered sundresses that Jessica had ever seen. It was the same simple dress, but one was blue, one was pink, and the final one was yellow. They were their very own bouquet. Jessica glanced nervously at her guide.

      “There’s your ride,” he said with a hint of a smile. “The Embassy Welcoming Committee. You’ll be in good hands with them.”

      “You’re leaving me?” Panic rose up the back of her throat. He was quick, long-legged, and for heaven’s sake, she didn’t even know his name, but she didn’t want him to abandon her. They had a community liaison office (or CLO as everyone called it) in Moscow, but that was pretty low-key. Diplomatic housewives who would help new families settle in and organize local sightseeing trips. But this was completely over the top.

      “I work here at the airport, getting everyone through customs.” He dipped his head as the flowered ladies ran up. “They are a lot to take in, but they mean well.”

      He melted back inside as Pink Flower grabbed her into a hug.

      “Welcome to Egypt!” She squeezed Jessica tight. “I’m Melinda. And this is Marcy and Molly.”

      She gestured to Blue and Yellow respectively. Melinda, Marcy, and Molly. Goodness. This was like something out of a Disney movie. All they needed were wands and wings, and they could be fairy godmothers.

      “My husband, Jeff, can help you with your bags,” Melinda drawled out in a thick Texas accent. Jessica hadn’t even noticed the poor man following the women. He smiled and took Jessica’s luggage cart from her.

      “We’ll get you settled into your apartment, and the gals here will show you around Maadi,” he said. He was a small khaki blob in comparison to his brightly-colored wife. He had dark circles under his eyes like he hadn’t slept in days.

      “It’s nice to meet you. Thanks for the welcome,” Jessica said.

      Melinda linked her arm through Jessica’s and pulled her toward the SUV. “Your apartment is right around the corner from ours.”

      “And only one floor down from both of us,” Marcy chimed in.

      “It’s unusual for a transfer to happen in April. Did your paperwork get held up or something?” Molly had the cutest brown bob of curls that popped against her yellow dress.

      “Molly.” Marcy elbowed her friend in the stomach. “We agreed we wouldn’t ask. Yet, anyway.” But she looked at Jessica with curiosity in her eyes.

      “Something like that.” Jessica nodded. Her flight had been long, and she was tired. Not from flying, it wasn’t really that far, but for the first time in months, she felt like she could relax. Here in Cairo, she didn’t have to look over her shoulder. She’d answer all their questions, but in due time.

      The sheer number of people and volume of the chatter was like nothing Jessica’d experienced before. Most moved out of the way of the brightly-colored Americans though. As a group, they were quite intimidating. Several men accosted Jeff, trying to take the cart or asking “taxi?” a thousand times. Jeff was doing a nice job with the luggage trolley and successfully dodged the masses.

      Jessica sat in the backseat, sandwiched between Molly and Marcy. Melinda twisted around from the front.

      “So you came from Moscow. That must be an interesting place. Our last assignment was in Venezuela.” Melinda smiled brightly.

      “And the weather is so different. Did you decide you hated the cold?” Molly asked.

      “Molly!” squeaked Marcy. “You’ll have to excuse her. Molly is the newbie of the group. This is her hubby’s first assignment. She’s still learning the ropes of how these transfers work.”

      Jessica hung her head. While on the plane, she tried to come up with a good story. Fantastic opportunity. Lifelong dream to see Egypt. Or some such nonsense. Right now though, she couldn’t remember a single line of it. She was going to have to do better before she started work.

      “Thanks for picking me up,” she said instead. “Do you know how long it takes for our cars to arrive?”

      Melinda pursed her lips. “Around two months or so. But there is a lot of public transportation. Be sure you attend the meeting on what you can and can’t take. The metro is off-limits. Also, never get into a black cab.”

      Jeff hopped in behind the wheel as Melinda finished.

      “Most cabs are white. Make sure they have an orange license plate, or you’ll be getting in a car with someone who isn’t a taxi driver. That’s the only distinction between normal cars and taxis,” he said. “You’re welcome to catch a ride with me to the embassy until your car does come though.”

      “Thank you. That’s very kind. What’s wrong with the black cabs?”

      “Some people will tell you nothing, but they aren’t metered, and they are old, old cars. Most expats will risk them anyway, but the embassy tells us we can’t.”

      Marcy leaned forward. “One of my friends got in a black cab, and there was cardboard on the floor. She thought it was just to protect the carpet, but her foot went right through and landed on the street.”

      Jessica sighed. There were all these unspoken rules she’d have to learn all over again. She’d just gotten the hang of it in Moscow. Plus, there she knew the language. Here, she didn’t have a clue what was being said.

      “You must be exhausted.” Molly’s mop of curls bounced as she patted Jessica’s hand. “Traveling always does a number on me.”

      “Yeah, sorry. In spite of the fact that I should be good at this, I’m not,” said Jessica.

      “Don’t be sorry,” Marcy said and patted Jessica’s other hand. “At least you’ve got a few days until you have to be to work.”

      That was true. It was Wednesday, and she didn’t have to report to work until Monday.

      “A few days rest and you’ll be right as rain,” Melinda added from the front seat.

      The cars around them honked and swerved. Traffic laws didn’t seem to apply. It was like a school of fish all moving around each other. Terrifying. She laughed out loud when a small sedan passed them, and she saw no less than ten people crammed into the small space, with another three sitting on the trunk.

      Melinda pointed. “You’ll see stuff like that all the time here. I hope you have a good camera.”

      Jeff had achieved expert level at navigating the crazy streets. He turned just in time to avoid a collision with a small truck and a tiny car. Lots of honking and shouting, but it didn’t faze him in the slightest. Another turn, another near miss, with a group of pedestrians this time. Still Jeff was as cool as could be.

      “How long have you guys been here?” Jessica asked on a particularly stomach-churning curve.

      “Two years.” Melinda leaned into the curve and shouted over her shoulder as Jeff laid on the horn. “We were supposed to be moving on next year, but we asked for an extension because our oldest wants to graduate here.”

      “How old are your kids?”

      “Ten, fifteen, and seventeen. All girls.”

      Poor Jeff. He had no male backup in his house. No wonder he looked exhausted.

      “We’ve been here a year and have two boys,” said Marcy. “They’re eight and four.”

      “And like they said, we’re the new kids. Only been here six months. Some things we’ll learn together.” Molly looked as green as Jessica felt as they rounded yet another curve on two wheels and screeched to a halt in front of a tired-looking building. Then again, all the buildings around her either looked tired or under construction.

      Jessica and the Ms took the elevator. It was small, and there was no way Jeff and the bags would fit with them. He said he’d catch the next one up. Melinda unlocked the door and handed the key to Jessica with a smile.

      “You do the honors.” She stepped back so that Jessica could open the door.

      Dozens of Gerbera daisies littered every available surface.

      Jessica sucked in a breath as all three of the Ms breathed out an excited sigh. Vases full of the daisies vibrantly colored and varied as the rainbow had been expertly arranged. Jessica wanted to back up and shut the door. To her, it was like coming home to a crime scene. Melinda, Marcy, and Molly stood right behind her, and she had no choice but to go inside.

      “Someone is very glad that you’re here.” Melinda’s eyes sparkled with delight as she stooped to sniff a pretty pink daisy. Most people would love to receive a welcome like this. But to Jessica, it meant that her problem had followed her straight to Cairo. She knew Rick would find her. They both worked for the State Department. She had hoped it would take a little longer than her flight for him to track down her apartment.

      “They are absolutely gorgeous,” said Marcy.

      “Gerberas are my favorite.” Molly gently petted yellow petals that matched her dress.

      How did Rick get all of this delivered? Jessica shook her head and dropped her bag. State Department. He could get just about anything. If she tried to get another apartment, he would just figure that out and do this again. This, all the flowers, was to remind Jess that he could find her.

      She turned her back and wound her way through the rest of her apartment. Her bedroom was flower free, and her kitchen was American, thank goodness. In Russia, it hadn’t been, and cooking was a challenge.

      “CLO made sure your fridge was stocked.” Melinda followed her. “They left some cereal and bread in the pantry. We’ll need to take you shopping tonight or tomorrow. We can drive you to the commissary.”

      “That’ll be fun.” Marcy clapped.

      “I need to pick up a couple things.” Molly nodded.

      “We have a commissary?” Jessica asked, surprised. Most posts didn’t have one.

      “Yes, it’s a huge perk. A lot of people still order some things from Amazon or Walmart. If you plan it right, you never have to shop at the local markets, but the produce is fresh here. If you buy it at the commissary, it’s shipped in from Europe.”

      Jessica leaned against the counter. Her shoulders slumped with exhaustion and disappointment. It had been silly of her to think a move like this would completely free her of Rick.

      Melinda gave her an understanding smile. She was obviously the leader of this band of merry ladies. “We’re going to leave you alone. Get some rest and enjoy your beautiful flowers. Would you like to go shopping tonight or tomorrow?”

      Jessica rubbed her eyes. “Tomorrow please. Is my internet hooked up?”

      Molly nodded. “Yep. The password and things are on your desk.”

      “Shall we pick you up at noon?” asked Melinda.

      “That would be wonderful. Thanks for being understanding.”

      “We’ve all been there, dear. See you tomorrow.”

      As soon as they were gone, the flowers went in the trash. It took three bags to get them all. The vases she washed out and lined up on the kitchen counter.

      She didn’t call her sister. Rick’s stunt had exhausted her. There had been a card in one of the bouquets. It went into the trash unread. Probably more drivel about how he missed her, and she needed to come home, back to Russia. He really didn’t understand what a divorce meant.

      After checking the locks for the fourth time and deciding against pushing her couch in front of the door, she found her new bed, which had been beautifully made up, probably by the three Ms, and crashed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Conner preferred his own pool, but the heater had busted, and he’d nearly frozen the last time he tried to do laps. There were several private clubs in Maadi, but this one was the only place where he wouldn’t run into Nour. Unfortunately, it was the most family friendly of the clubs, and so he had to put up with kids screaming and splashing in the pool. There was a woman already swimming in the one lane they roped off for laps. He frowned, grabbed a bottle of water, and settled in to wait as far from the splashing kids as he could.

      The lifeguard called adult time, and she was still swimming. He began his laps during those fifteen minutes, with the hopes that she’d be done soon.

      She hadn’t finished when the kids descended again. Was she training for a freaking triathlon? Conner tried to maintain his laps, but of course that was impossible. A few people bumped into him, most without an attempt at an apology. He didn’t think it’d be that busy on a Thursday night.

      He waited at the edge of the pool. The lane hog finally stood up, her blonde hair hung wet down her back. She smiled at him as she climbed out, and his heart skipped a beat.

      Nour.

      Here.

      The one woman he was hoping to avoid.

      He touched her on the shoulder. “Nour.”

      Conner hadn’t realized he spoke her name aloud until she blinked those amazing blue eyes at him.

      “I’m sorry?” she asked.

      His ability to breathe abandoned him. Her voice sounded so light and airy. Definitely not Nour. Her voice was husky, just made for a late night rendezvous. All he could do was shake his head at the woman. She smiled again and walked past him.

      He turned to watch her. The resemblance was striking. He wondered if she could be related to Nour somehow. They had to be. A cousin, maybe. Nour was Egyptian, but her mother was American. Thus the blonde hair and blue eyes. He’d get Tommy to see if the family was having a reunion or out of town guests. As he watched, the woman grabbed a towel and disappeared into the crowd.

      He began his laps again, trying to clear his head. That woman left him feeling rattled and agitated. She hadn’t been Nour, but he felt as shaken as if it had been her. He propelled himself through the water, pushing much harder than he should have. If it had been Nour, he’d have looked like a love-sick fool unable to think or speak.

      It had been months since he’d actually seen her. Not that it mattered. He’d never get over her. At first, he thought he could, but as time went on, he found his love for her had only gotten stronger.

      Thirty minutes later he climbed out of the pool, exhausted and with sore muscles. Tomorrow morning, he would ache like the devil. He dried off and dressed. He might as well grab a drink before he went home. Visions of Nour would be tormenting him for hours. He could get a jump-start on getting drunk before he headed home.

      Conner stopped dead on the patio. That woman, the Nour lookalike, sat at a table, alone, with a fruity drink in her hand. While swimming, he managed to convince himself that he was kidding himself about the woman. That she hadn’t looked that much like Nour. But the resemblance was even more pronounced now. He stopped a waiter and asked him for a Tom Collins.

      Cautiously, he approached the woman’s table. She had no phone in her hand or a book. Nothing to distract her from being alone. She seemed content just sitting there.

      He sat down without asking permission.

      “Are you new around here?” he asked before she could tell him to get lost. Her eyes. They were exactly the same heart-stopping shade of blue.

      She gave him a tired smile. “Yeah, landed yesterday. Is it that obvious?”

      “Not at all. It’s just that if you come here often enough, you start seeing the same faces. Are you embassy?”

      “Yep. What about you?”

      “Oil. I’m Conner.” He stretched out to shake her hand, but she lifted her glass.

      “Jessica,” she said. “How long have you been here?”

      “In Egypt, five years. I’ll probably be here for life. Though I suppose I could end up in another part of the Middle East. I like it here.”

      That and he would never leave because Nour was here. She couldn’t be his. He knew that now, but there was always an off chance, and he would be here if it came up.

      Jessica nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “What’s your impression of Cairo so far?”

      “It’s loud and chaotic. Honestly, this wasn’t a place I wanted to come.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s a dry hot desert with nothing to do.”

      Conner shrugged. “I can understand that. But everyone has read about Egypt at one point. Come on, what’s the one thing you’ve always wanted to see?”

      “Valley of the Kings.”

      She surprised him. He asked almost every reluctant, and even eager, expat he met the exact same question. They always answered—“The pyramids.”

      “You know that’s an unusual response.”

      She grinned, and he felt his insides warm. It was exactly like staring at Nour.

      “Yes, but when I was a kid, I read a book that was set in the Valley of the Kings, and I’ve wanted to see it ever since. I was actually going to try to find a tour guide tomorrow or Friday to take me.”

      He thought about telling her that it wasn’t close, but at the last second something possessed him. He changed his mind.

      “I could take you.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Really?”

      “Sure, but I have work tomorrow, so it will need to be on Friday. One of the best things to do there is to take a hot air balloon ride over the Valley of the Queens. But the balloons only go up first thing in the morning. Like five a.m., so if you want to do that, we’ll need to stay overnight near there.”

      “I’ve never heard of the Valley of the Queens.”

      “It’s right next to the Valley of the Kings. We can’t take a balloon over the Kings.”

      Jessica played with her drink for a few seconds. Her blue eyes clouded over, and he could feel her hesitation.

      Conner laughed. “I’ll book us separate hotel rooms.”

      She let out a breath. “Okay. Sorry, I’m not good at this stuff. I wasn’t sure if you implying something more.”

      “Maybe I was.” He gave her a wicked grin, and her cheeks flushed a lovely shade of pink. “But you looked like you were considering turning me down. So now I only offer you my services as a tour guide. Can I pick you up tomorrow evening around six?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay, I gotta go.” He handed her a napkin. “Write down your address.”

      Her hands were shaking when she took the pen from him. He wondered what had made her so skittish. Though, he supposed he did just offer to take her to a hotel, and they’d only met fifteen minutes before. He’d be careful with her, do his best to draw her out of her shell, find out what her fears were and be better. If he could win her over, and if he couldn’t have Nour, maybe he could have the next best thing.
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      The Ms insisted on helping Jessica carry in her groceries. They had been kind enough to take her around to the best shops. She was able to get most everything she needed and would only have to order in a few things. Jessica tried to head the ladies off at the door. But Melinda wouldn’t take no for an answer. She was determined to make a friend of Jessica, whether her name started with “M” or not. What if they had been the ones to help Rick place all those awful flowers? It would be like him to charm all of her neighbors into working against her.

      That was terrible of her. Jessica immediately felt awful as they carried the bags down the hall to her apartment. She had to shake off the suspicion and unfriendliness. The girls were only trying to be welcoming. Kind to the new girl. And Jessica hadn’t felt any of that mistrust when she had agreed to let that green-eyed devil from the pool be her tour guide. He was the one she should probably be wary of. What had she been thinking? Or more appropriately, what had she been drinking? She’d only had one drink. Yet she had no real explanation for why she thought it would be a good idea to go sightseeing with a handsome stranger. For now, she was choosing to blame it on the lure of the Valley of the Kings.

      “Thank you so much for the help,” she said as she fumbled for her keys and tried to be as sincere as possible. She would be living and working with these people. There was no way for her to hole up and hide. Especially since she was a therapist. Approachability was supposed to be part of her profession. Jessica simply needed to fake it until she felt it.

      “Happy to help.” Melinda smiled so genuinely that Jessica felt another pang of guilt in her stomach.

      She knocked the door open with her hip, and identical to when she’d arrived, a look of pure shock crossed the Ms’s faces. This time though, without the delight.

      “The flowers?” Melinda’s gaze darted to her.

      “What happened to them?” asked Molly. She crept into the apartment like a flower-eating monster might jump out and gobble her up too.

      Jessica’s cheeks burned. She shrugged and carried her bags into the kitchen with her guests hot on her heels.

      Melinda froze when she saw all the vases lined up like little glass soldiers on the counter.

      “I had to get rid of them.” Jessica sat her bags on the counter and ignored the hot sting of tears in her eyes.

      “How come? They were so pretty.” Marcy whined.

      “They were gorgeous,” Molly agreed.

      Jessica reached for the bags they carried.

      “Allergies?” Melinda leaned against the counter. Suspicion written all over her face.

      “Yes.” The lie came smoothly off her lips, and Jessica regretted it. She’d been covering up for Rick for too long. “No, my ex-husband sent them.”

      Melinda opened her mouth and closed it again. Jessica started to empty the bags in the hopes that she wouldn’t ask more questions. A box of crackers went in a cabinet; she didn’t pay any attention to which one. A single tear escaped down her cheek. She dashed it away. She’d promised herself no more of those when she left Russia.

      Melinda joined her. She emptied the bags and handed them to Molly. Together they went over and placed the vases in the paper sacks.

      “We’ll get these out of here. I can donate them to one of the local churches. Vases like this would be too expensive for them, and you don’t need to see them anymore.”

      Jessica paused and watched. With the vases sacked up, a weight she didn’t know she carried was lifted.

      They spent the next hour arranging Jessica’s cabinets. Melinda demanded order, and Marcy and Molly followed her every command. Melinda was definitely the lead fairy godmother.

      “Crackers with mac and cheese?” Molly giggled.

      “Makes sense in my world.” Jessica risked a small smile.

      “I can see it. Some crackers and butter would make a great topping for mac and cheese.” Marcy shrugged.

      “Of course, you’d have the perfect recipe right off the top of your head.” Molly rolled her eyes.

      Jessica laughed. Melinda joined her, and before long the other two did too. They laughed until their stomachs hurt.

      Jessica began to feel in control of her environment, and that settled her nerves. When everything had found a home, Marcy and Molly hugged her and promised they’d come by on Sunday to see how her first day of work went. Friday-Saturday weekends would take some getting used to. Melinda hung back.

      “I’m here if you need to talk. But I need to know one thing,” said Melinda once they were alone.

      Jessica steeled herself. Her Russian colleagues had thought her crazy for running away. Melinda would probably think the same.

      “Are you safe?” Melinda asked, concern in her deep brown eyes.

      “Safe?” Jessica echoed.

      “He somehow got those flowers in here. Are you safe? Do we need to see about putting in for a new apartment?”

      Relief flooded Jessica. Gratitude as well. Melinda wasn’t trying to pry or get a good story. She was only looking out for Jessica’s safety.

      “I don’t believe so, and I’m careful with my locks.” Jessica smiled as best she could.

      “If that situation ever changes, you tell me immediately. Jeff can help. He knows some people in the housing office. Also, you should get to know your boab. He can keep out unwanted guests.”

      “My what?”

      “Your boab. They usually live in the basements of apartment buildings and take care of your trash and building maintenance. Sometimes they act as security. I’ll ask Marcy and Molly how good your boab is tomorrow. Some are excellent, and others are useless.”

      “Thank you,” Jessica said and truly meant it. The landscape might be brown and monotone, but it seemed maybe she could find a couple of real friends here. More than a couple, if Conner didn’t turn out to be psycho. She really hoped he didn’t. His green eyes made her think things she had no business thinking about.

      After Melinda left, Jessica dug out her laptop. She needed to email home and let them know she was okay. She had 122 new emails, and 113 of them were from Rick. She shut the laptop and went out on to her balcony. Beneath her, people hollered at each other in Arabic. Car horns honked, and tires screeched. She’d get used to the noise. Across the street was a florist, and the flowers were beautiful. The air here smelled different than in Moscow. The breeze brought images of sand and flowers. The balcony was nice, and it would be the perfect place for a cup of tea and a book. It was time she learned to love the sun.
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      Tommy was waiting for Conner when he stepped off the elevator, with a cup of his favorite coffee and his iPad. His ever-pressed suit and slicked back brown hair as perfect as always. As one of only two male assistants in the company, Tommy insisted on being better than all those lazy women. Or so he claimed.

      “Good morning.” Tommy offered him the coffee first. “I’ve got your morning reports and a few juicy tidbits on Cahill’s retirement.”

      “Thanks,” Conner said absently. He sipped his coffee as they strode down to his office. Tommy spouted something about who was next in line for the VP spot that would soon be vacated. Conner wasn’t listening though. His mind was still at the pool last night with the beautiful, blue-eyed Jessica.

      “Boss?”

      Conner kept walking.

      “Conner!”

      He stopped and turned around, fully intent on giving Tommy a lecture about bothering him while he was thinking. However, Tommy was standing by his desk. Conner had blown past his own office. The other assistants were watching him expectantly. His cheeks grew warm. It was like that recurring dream where he showed up for prom in his underwear. A couple of the female assistants giggled at him. He rolled his shoulders and tried to shake off the embarrassment.

      “Got something on my mind, Tommy,” he said loudly for everyone one to hear. He walked to Tommy’s desk and hoped he didn’t sound too much like a clueless executive that needed his assistant to tie his shoes for him.
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