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Something Old 




Cassandra Ross worked at Stephens & Associates for years and saw Vance Stephens at corporate events and holiday parties. He was her boss’s son and was said to be a maverick. Vance was a celebrity lawyer. He invested in a fleet of start-up companies and lived a bachelor lifestyle.



      [image: ]Their exchanges were always intimate, stolen moments until a New Year’s gala when Vance took her breath away in a passionate Winter’s kiss. He received a phone call and left before Cassandra had a chance to reveal her feelings for him.









  
  
Something New 




Cassandra found out months later Vance was involved in a situation that could lead to his financial ruin. She didn’t see Vance until he walked into the company’s holiday toy drive almost a year later. He wore a designer suit with a diaper bag slung over his shoulder as he steered a high-tech baby stroller. Vance said he was a single Dad and then introduced her to Braeden Jacob Stephens, his adorable two-month old son. 





      [image: ]Vance Stephens wanted Cassandra from the moment he saw her. She was off limits for years and bad timing had kept them apart. A stressful moment and his random proposal will prompt Cassandra to accept an arrangement. Can she handle the situations and responsibilities, or will her own past and insecurities destroy her chance at happiness?










  
  

Something Borrowed


Cassandra Ross





Madison Avenue, New York City


Gold pedestal mirrors surrounded the lovely platform. My A-line dress sparkled at the slightest movement. Crystal traced straps were created beautifully for support, and the plunging V-neckline accented my cleavage. The infamous designer insisted a bride with a daring side should have her own dress. The exclusive concept was complete with sapphire earrings and a matching necklace. 

Vance made appointments weeks before for custom pieces. It was overwhelming, but my fiancé was sincere. Mom almost fainted when the jeweler said the amount being charged to Vance’s credit card. She recovered from price shock when we finalized all the details. Mom said my lifestyle would be fit for the princess I truly was. She knew the truth about the engagement, but I wanted to be the daughter my parents raised, and I tried making them proud, well, that was before Vance Stephens. 

I worked at Stephens & Associates law firm for four years and saw Vance at events and holiday parties. He was always with a beautiful woman, and my boyfriend Noah was always my plus one. Our relationship ended. Vance noticed at the next party, but I didn’t need or want his sympathy. I said it in a threatening whisper when Vance wanted to know about what’s his face. He wasn’t fazed by my attitude. Vance just chuckled and complimented me. I was mad and didn’t mind saying so. Vance promised to be perceptive in the future. I disregarded his charm and walked away, but my crush on Vance was constant. 

I was successfully single in the years after. Vance kept his promise and respectfully remembered details from our last polite conversation. We never talked about our lives, but Vance was said to be a maverick. His impressive career as a celebrity lawyer was offset by investing in a fleet of start-up companies. Vance kept carelessly flirting at the office while insisting he was there to see his Dad. It took everything to be professional when he asked me out. Vance took my rejection in stride.

Our exchanges were intimate, stolen moments in crowded rooms and at extravagant events. I avoided Vance and his dates. He interrupted if I had a plus one. It was too much. I tried reasoning with Vance, but he insisted friendly competition between men was a good thing. It wasn’t, and I didn’t want his date getting the wrong idea. I felt the heat in his gaze but pleaded with him to stop. Vance kept daring that I demand his attention on a whim. He promised to be at my beck and call. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I went back to the party and paid attention to my date, but I blushed whenever Vance looked my way. 

Time went on. I didn’t see him again until the firm’s New Year’s Gala. Vance asked to be my date. I said yes, and our night went great. Vance was really amazing, but a little time by myself happened every year. 

I left before the countdown and stood on the balcony, not wanting to start another year pretending Vance wasn’t the man of my dreams. He came out to the balcony, and my name would never sound the same. I wanted to be more than the woman he flirted with. Vance put his tuxedo jacket around my shoulders. We stayed in the crisp night air with an incredible view of the city. Vance was so quiet. I looked into his steel-blue eyes with the intention of confessing everything in my heart, but he kissed me. 

Heated sparks ignited in our kiss. His mouth caressed mine like he wasn’t sure. I passionately responded until Vance groaned. The world faded, and he was all that mattered. I remember feeling warm in his arms and the scent of his cologne. It was like time stopped because the kiss couldn’t have lasted more than seconds, but it felt like we were halfway to forever. 

Vance ripped his mouth away and gave best wishes for the year. My co-workers burst onto the balcony. Vance excused himself to answer his phone. He left the party without explaining, and I was more confused than ever. 

The holiday season passed. Vance wasn’t at the next event in February. There were news stories about the companies he invested in. There was a major scandal. Vance wasn’t mentioned personally, but everyone involved could lose millions. Months passed, and I kept checking the guest list for every event. Vance’s name wasn’t there, and the kiss we shared was all but forgotten. 

The seasons changed. Winter came with a festive chill to New York City. It was time for Stephens & Associates holiday toy drive. We were wrapping and labeling gifts when a flurry of activity happened at the door.

My heart was thumping uncontrollably when Vance walked into the conference room, wearing a designer suit and tie like always, but a diaper bag was slung over his shoulder, and he was steering a high-tech baby stroller. My shock was truly understated, but I didn’t have time to process because he noticed me. Vance crossed the room, and my smile was sincere. It’s been almost a year since we saw one another last. Regret and something more was in his eyes, but our timing was off as usual. 

I clutched a clipboard and congratulated him and his girlfriend. Vance blushed while saying he was single. The baby stroller was turned, and I was introduce to Braeden Jacob Stephens. My heart raced at seeing those steel-blue eyes passed from father to son, and I adored Braeden from the moment we met. I told Vance as much. He appreciated it but wanted to talk about our kiss on the balcony. Our situation was different from our playful exchanges in the past. I quickly hushed him and cooed at Braeden. He was so adorable. 

Vance kept blushing. We didn’t have time to ourselves because everything was in full swing. Families were helping to sort toys, and news teams were setting up. Braeden let out a tiny cry as if on cue. I asked to hold him. Vance said it was okay. He was always in his element as a bachelor and business man, but nothing compared to him rummaging through the diaper bag for wipes while explaining Braeden needed his diaper changed. 

We fell into an easy routine. Vance spoke in a hushed tone. Braeden was two months old. He recently received custody, but his son had been in his care since he was weeks old. Vance admitted it was difficult taking care of his son, and he couldn’t remember the last time he had more than a few hours of sleep. It was a relief to hear his Mom was helping. They even hired a nanny. 

Braeden squirmed in my arms. He was too adorable. I gently rocked him while walking around and making sure the toys were sorted. Vance followed for a little while before relaxing and watching from a distance. It wasn’t the least bit offensive. That was a sign of a good parent.

 Mr. Stephens walked in. He cleaned his hands and asked for his grandson. I settled Braeden in his arms and went back to work. Our toy drive was a success. Questions were directed to Vance and his Dad. Mr. Stephens proudly explained Vance followed family tradition. His first name was his grandson’s middle name. Their sense of family wasn’t for show, but everything changed when Mr. Stephens said Vance would take his rightful place at the firm. I couldn’t have imagined, not even in my wildest dreams, of being in a luxury suite about to marry Vance a year later. Everything was uncertain last year, now, I wanted us to be a family. 



 












  
  

Wedding Jitters  


Cassandra





Presidential Suite


Everyone was having a good time, chatting and sipping champagne. My consultant, Lila, was nearby in an evening gown with her binder of essentials. Everything was taken care of, but I nervously fussed with my dress, although, it was perfectly draped on my hips. 

Mom asked everyone to leave the suite except for Jaime. She was my best friend and Maid of Honor. 

Mom waited until we were alone to speak, “What’s going on? You look ready to cry.” 

Mom wasn’t wrong. I took a shaky breath and tugged on my straps, “Do you think Vance will like my dress? Maybe I should wear the satin cover-up downstairs.”

“You’re gorgeous. Please don’t say you’re having second thoughts,” Jaime glanced at Mom. They waited anxiously. 

I pushed away my doubts and smiled, “No. I’ll be Cassandra Ross-Stephens at the stroke of midnight.”  

Mom said in a loving whisper, it didn’t matter how things went. She’ll be there if I needed emotional support. I tried thanking her for being an amazing role model, but my voice broke. Jaime’s eyes brimmed with tears while Mom hushed us, not wanting our faces to be ruined. Our makeup was waterproof. I tried explaining but sobbed. Mom released an emotional sob too, and we burst into tears. Jaime hugged us and left to give us privacy.

“Cass, talk to me. What’s wrong?” Mom dabbed at her eyes with a silk handkerchief. 

I sighed, “I’m still hopelessly in love with the man I’m about to marry, but what if he doesn’t feel the same?” I expressed my fears because I didn’t want to leave the luxury suite and have an incredible wedding night for the magic to end when it was over. 

Mom listened and then responded, “Cass, you wanted him, darling. You didn’t plan for it to happen but this,” she motioned to our lavish surroundings. “Is your vision of the wedding you always wanted, and you’re marrying the man you’ve been in love with for years. I remember the first time you talked about Vance. He teased you at an event and you were so miffed at first, but the more you vented, I knew you had a crush.”

I blushed, “I talked about Vance that much?” 

“All the time,” Mom smiled. “You weren’t heartbroken when Noah cheated on you. Now, you were angry because he didn’t end his relationship with you first, but that was the end of it.”   

I stared at Mom, “Why didn’t you say anything?” 

“Daughter, please know there are worst things than being infatuated with a man. I was curious because it wasn’t like you to be so interested in anyone, but I was introduced to Vance. He was charming, successful, and he looked at you as if you’re the only woman in the room.” 

I smiled, “He does, but that’s how he is.”  

“So, Vance has been like this with everyone, in all the years you’ve known him? Really?” Mom quirked her eyebrow to show she didn’t believe I was being honest. 

I giggled, “Where did you learn that?”   

“I learn things here and there, so tell me, why do you doubt Vance’s love for you?”   

“He didn’t say the words outright and we haven’t, well,” I blushed more, implying what the problem was because I haven’t had a sex talk since I was a teenager.

“You agreed to marry Vance because you care for him, and Braeden completely stole your heart, legally binding, work related, hmm, it’s more to it. Vance wanted to do things right with you. Also, your Father and I are excited because Braeden will officially be our grandchild.”

Mom and I talked until I felt better. There was a loud knock on the door. “Honeybee, it’s your Dad, are you okay?” his voice seemed to echo through the suite. 

Mom’s eyes sparkled. “I’ll get the door because your Father will stand out there until you announce he can come in,” she kissed my cheek and promised she would be downstairs waiting for my grand entrance. 

Mom left the room. I clasped my hands and waited for Dad. He strolled in seconds later. The tuxedo he wore complimented his broad stature. Dad was a proud man. He worked hard and his southern charm was laced with a country grit that surfaced when he was disappointed. I didn’t see any of it when he walked across the room. 

“You look absolutely stunning, yes indeed,” his Georgian twang was more pronounced whenever he struggled to keep his emotions from coming out. 

“Thank you, Daddy,” I tilted my chin, so he could place a kiss on my forehead. My eyes filled with tears when he pulled me into a bear hug.

 I tried my best to explain, “Vance and I haven’t been dating long, and this isn’t the most ideal situation. I hope you’re not mad, but it’s okay if you are.” 

Dad held me at arm’s length, “What is this? How could I ever be angry or disappointed in your choices?” 

I gave him a sad smile, “I want you to be proud of me.” 

“Cass, you’re an adult, and no one should make choices for you, in matters of the heart, well, love can be complicated, but I wouldn’t have given my blessing if I didn’t think Vance would do right by you. Why would I be upset about you falling in love?” Dad chuckled, “I’m overprotective. I’ve been that way since you were born. It hurt to see you grow up because you don’t need me.”  

“Daddy, how could you think that?” I chastised him. “I always need you, whenever I have a problem or need help, you’re there for me. Why would you say I don’t need you?”  

Dad’s spice-brown eyes filled with emotion. He cleared his throat, “You value my opinion and because of that, you want my advice, but you don’t need it. I celebrate all your accomplishments. I brag about my grandson to everyone at work too. It’s been a privilege to be your father Cassandra, and you’ll keep making me proud, but you’ll always be my little girl. I just won’t say it as much.”

I hugged him tight, “Daddy, say it whenever you want. I’ll be mad if you did away with my nickname.”  I glanced up at him for good measure, “Promise this second.”  

“You have my word,” Dad released a nostalgic sigh, “Well, this is the last time I’ll see you as Cassandra Ross.”  

“Oh, is it?” I gave him a knowing smile. “My name will be Ross-Stephens but it’s a minor detail. My husband-to-be was content with the hyphenated name. I’ll be the latter during business hours,” I laughed at the look on Dad’s face. “Vance understands I’m your only child, and you didn’t have a son to carry on our family name.” 

My father’s eyes lit up with appreciation, “Daughter, you shouldn’t keep the man waiting. Let’s get you hitched.”   

“Hey, alright now,” I laughed and threw my arms around him. “Daddy, we’ll be jumping the broom.”  

“Well, you don’t say,” his southern accent was more pronounced in response to my statement. 

“Yes, I want the Ross family to cut a rug down there.” 

“We can manage that,” Dad kissed my forehead. “It’s time, Honeybee. We don’t want the man to think you have no intention of coming down,” he wiped my tears before they could fall. “I’ll be there the entire time.”  

I stayed in his embrace for a moment. Dad held out his arm. I wrapped mine around his, “Don’t let go until I make it down the stairs.”  

“I’ll hold on real tight,” Dad promised. He placed his hand over mine, and we left the suite. The hall’s ceiling sparkled with white lights and extravagant chandeliers shimmered overhead. I didn’t have time to admire the detail or the balcony overlooking the beautiful reception area because my bridesmaids shimmied and cheered while the groomsmen whistled and started catcalling. They were all outrageous from our very first rehearsal dinner. I squealed in surprise when Dad held up my hand to twirl me. My dress flowed effortlessly around me. I giggled nonstop along with the whistles and stood on my tiptoes to kiss Dad’s cheek. The girls gushed and said how cute it was. I took a deep breath and nodded to show everyone I was truly ready. 

Dad asked everyone to get ready. There was a flurry of activity as the groomsmen and bridesmaids took their places. Jaime was a terrific maid of honor. She made sure my dress was even because I didn’t want the chapel train bunching on the stairs. We were in sync walking down the hall. I took a deep breath. The realization that my life would change came in a whirlwind of inner emotion. Vance and Braeden were my loves. I silently promised to be a great mom and wife. My heart was racing when the first couple reached the grand staircase. There was a lull in the music below. It was time. 










  
  

Best Man


Vance Stephens 





“Cass will make you an honest man.” Thatcher held up his drink in salute and sipped. 

“I’ve always been honest. She’ll make me a better man,” I sipped my bourbon and glanced at the elaborate gold clock tower. The time slowly ticked by, and I felt impatient with each passing minute. 

“Vance, how are you maintaining?” Thatcher asked. 

His question wasn’t about my upcoming marriage. The last two years were difficult. Companies I invested in were accused of fraud and a slew of other charges. I wasn’t named in the allegations, but my celebrity clients severed ties when the story hit the news channels. Their image was more important than hundreds of thousands lost on retainer fees. Money stayed in business accounts I couldn’t access, and my personal accounts were seized due to the pending investigation. 

Dad was angry over the extreme red tape, but we didn’t interfere with the legal process. I made my official statement to the news stations. I had saved for a rainy day, and hell, the first year was a torrential downpour. My need was to achieve my goals without help. I did accomplish success, but it was painful to see my dream shattered. 

My reputation took a major hit. Dad’s firm was my legal counsel, and it came to a point where I didn’t need representation since there weren’t official charges, but I received the advice I would’ve given a client. Weather the storm, don’t excessively spend, or draw unnecessary attention socially, in public, media, or elsewhere. I distanced myself from Dad’s law firm after getting the late-night New Year’s call. 

I left Cassandra alone on the balcony that night. I still thought about her often and asked Dad how she was. He was amused because I couldn’t talk to the one woman most important to me. I kept asking. He’d say things here and there, nothing personal, and never anything to gain insight on her day to day life. 

 I didn’t date or take on new clients. We were hoping the investigation would conclude last year but it was six months later, and I was finally accepting it would be a long, drawn out process.

Cassandra was constantly on my mind. She was interested but cautious before everything happened. I wanted to win her heart, but we had bad timing until the New Year’s Eve kiss. The investigation happened afterward. My never-ending drama and reputation with women wasn’t necessarily common knowledge, but it was still public. Cassandra seen my dates at parties and events. I haven’t been in a serious relationship since my first year of law school. Dad warned of it being lonely at the top if I didn’t have someone to share it. 

“Vance, you zoned out,” Thatcher shook his head. “You’re the reason I’m not enjoying my damn self. I should be up there in the guest suite flirting with the bridesmaids but no, instead, I’m down here being supportive, so you can make it to the altar.” He paused, “Well, the festive clock we’ll stand near when the vows are exchanged. What’s up?”

I sighed, “Thatch, stop complaining.” 

“I will when you say what’s wrong.”  

“I don’t want Cassandra to change her mind. It’s not about the money for her, but she deserves to have it.” 

“Of course, she should get the money. Cass agreed to put up with you,” Thatcher said, “Six million dollars isn’t a small sum of money by any means, and she’s paid well at Stephens & Associates, not to mention the sale of her home.”  

I groaned just thinking about Cassandra’s stylish studio apartment in Manhattan. She put it on the market and then we checked out a dozen places in the same area until she fell in love with the penthouse. I didn’t think twice about purchasing it, and I didn’t care about moving. I had custody of Braeden and needed a bigger place, but Cassandra rearranged her entire life. We talked and she seemed alright, but I still felt guilty. 

“Vance, she won’t change her mind,” Thatcher tried reassuring me. It wasn’t working. 

I sipped my bourbon, “I want my family. We can’t divorce. Braeden adores Cassandra. Most of the time he rather be with her than me. I’m fine with it. What if she decides my baggage is too much?” 

“I’ll punch you in the throat if you’re implying my godson is a burden,” Thatcher glared at me. 

I chuckled, “I was talking about the investigation and Patricia, but make good on your promise if I screw up parenting.” 

“You have my word. Have you heard from her?”  

“Not since she declined joint custody in court. I told Cassandra about Patricia and what happen when she left our two-week old son at the desk in my building.”  

Thatcher shook his head, “I’m glad you were honest with Cass, and I can’t imagine how difficult it’s been since, but you didn’t know you were a Dad until then.”

“Providing support for Braeden was important. I had no intention of allowing someone else to raise my son.” 

“Your family and I wouldn’t have let anything happen,” Thatcher motioned to the waiter. “You’re smart enough to manage your money even with the accounts being frozen. You’ll never be flat-broke.” 

“I’m concerned about being sent to prison for a crime I didn’t commit,” I admitted. “I don’t want my son growing up thinking his Dad is a criminal.”

 We were silent until Thatcher placed his drink order. He waited for the waiter to leave and then spoke, “It’s been tough but end this negative talk. The last thing we need is for Cass to think you’re not one hundred percent confident about this.”

The waiter returned with Thatcher’s drink and a fresh bourbon since I held the same glass for two hours. 

Thatcher raised his drink, “We’ve been friends a long time. I never thought I would see the day a woman didn’t have to drag you kicking and screaming to the altar.”  

I laughed, “When it’s your turn, I’ll knock you out and make sure you wake up saying I do to your bride.”  

Thatcher placed his hand over his heart, “I wouldn’t make it there any other way.”  

We laughed and then he cleared his throat to keep talking, “You have always been a man I admired. It’s been a wild ride, and we had some good times. I’m sure we broke some hearts and had a few bruise our egos in the process, but as you say goodbye to the late nights with random pretty women, please know you’re not missing anything. I’m wishing you health, continued wealth, and the best with your beautiful wife. You’re a great father and a damn good friend.” Thatcher choked up, “I’m proud of you, brother, and it’s been a privilege and an honor.” 

I nodded to acknowledge his words. We clinked glasses and sipped in emotional silence. I kept glancing at the time. Silver and gold decorations were all around with expensive ornaments fit for a princess, mine.










  
  

Last Chance 


Vance 





My bourbon was about finished. There wasn’t any movement upstairs. I kept looking at the clock and sipping. Cassandra, come on love, follow through. 

My eyes wandered to the grand staircase. The main balcony was outside of the Presidential Suite, but there was no way to see when the double doors opened. It was traditionally forbidden to see the bride. I was chastised twice for standing too close. Mom was watching. I kept my distance but seriously considered risking it. 

Mrs. Ross was on her way down the staircase. That was a relief. I crossed the room, kissed her cheek, and immediately asked how my fiancée was. Mrs. Ross remained tight-lipped about any of the happenings upstairs, “Vance, your tuxedo is very debonair.” 

“Thank you. I’m your soon to be son-in-law, and I adore you, but I haven’t seen Cassandra in days. I miss her. What’s going on up there? Is she okay? Do we need time to talk?” I was making progress with my questions when Mom intercepted our exchange.” 

“Son, what did I say?” Mom asked, not wanting an answer because she continued, “The Mother of the Bride has a stress level unlike anything ever seen.” 

Miss Rhonda laughed, “That’s the truth!” 

I apologized but Mom eyed me, “This is the final time.” She left the warning where it was and ushered Miss Rhonda away. My plan didn’t work. The ladies were set on mingling. 

“Vance, you can’t stand near the staircase,” Thatcher reminded me. “I’ll be in trouble because I’m with you. I don’t want your Mom coming back.” Underlying fear was in his voice. We upset Mom at times growing up and as adults. She was mild-mannered, but when Mom was emotional, it was nothing short of a travesty for the person causing her discomfort. 

“Alright, I’ll make my rounds.” I talked with colleagues and clients while sipping bourbon. Business would be conducted in casual conversations. Stephens & Associates’ clientele liked having lawyers available twenty-four-seven, special occasion or no. Dad set the bar extremely high for his competitors. He talked with the senior partners but sensed I needed a word. Everyone made a hasty retreat. 

“You keep hovering near the staircase,” Dad chuckled. “Thatcher convinced you to leave. Didn’t he?”  

“Yes,” I grinned, “He didn’t want to upset Mom.” 

 Dad was amused and approved of my attempts to make it to Cassandra, but he couldn’t say it. “This is a special night for your Mom and Cass’s family,” he sipped his scotch whiskey. “What’s on your mind, Son?”  

“I’m nervous. I want to make sure this is what Cassandra wants. I should’ve proposed differently.”

“Marriage is a contract,” Dad stated. “Legally binding and an institution, but the stipulations I made for you to receive a percentage of your inheritance was done years before. Cassandra saw proof. It’s not a ruse. Your Mother and I wanted something out of the deal.”  

Dad honestly hoped I would settle down and take my rightful place at the firm years ago, but I had a high income from my celebrity clients, and I needed time to make my own way in the world. My early thirties came with clarity and a crush on Dad’s assistant Cassandra Ross. She had been with the company for a few weeks when I walked into my Dad’s office and stopped dead in my tracks, but Cassandra was taken and not the type to deal in messy affairs. 

Dad said she was off limits. He warned me, under no circumstance should I make advances toward her. I honored it the best I could but still flirted whenever we were in the same place. Cassandra was single years afterward, and I wanted to win her heart. Dad gave his blessing with a warning that my reputation thus far might’ve ruined my chances. It never stopped me from wanting her. Even now while waiting to exchange vows. Cassandra had to know she was everything to me. 

Dad’s voice broke into my thoughts, “Son, I wasn’t shocked when Cassandra said yes to your proposal. She’s been in love with you for longer than you know, but I’m surprised you asked for her hand six months after working at the firm.”  

“Actually, it was five months. I botched the proposal. I was stressed over my finances and trying to figure out a way to still provide for Braeden without going against your wishes. I didn’t want to marry a random woman just to gain access to my inheritance. I rescheduled all my appointments and tried to figure out how to make it all work. Cassandra walked into my office, concerned, and I asked her to marry me.” 

Dad shook his head, “That’s an honest revelation. Did you get on your knee at some point and do it properly?” 

“Yes, but Cass was convinced I completely lost my mind. We didn’t speak for a week. I finally had a chance to explain my finances and everything with Patricia. Cass had requirements. The most important was she’d see Braeden consistently. Maybe she figured I wouldn’t want a wife. Either way Cass would still be in his life.”

Dad chuckled, “My grandson played a major part in her decision. Cassandra fell in love with Braeden the moment she saw him. She seriously expected your written consent as proof. My daughter-in-law makes me so damn proud, and of course, she was speechless at there not being a prenuptial agreement.”

I smiled, “Cassandra fussed left and right. She was initially mad because it came down to money, but there wasn’t pressure for her to remain in our marriage if she felt it wouldn’t work out.” I glanced at the balcony again, “Dad, I want to do things right with Cass. I don’t want her thinking this is only a marriage contract.”
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