
  
    [image: Wild Hopes]
  


  
    
      WILD HOPES

      
        4H RANCH

      

    

    
      
        EVIE MITCHELL

      

    

    
      THUNDER THIGHS PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, incidents, facts, sometimes random sentences are either the product of the author's imagination or are used in what she hopes is an entirely flattering but fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events, locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2024 by Hendrix House Pty Ltd trading as Thunder Thighs Publishing on behalf of Evie Mitchell; All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical means, including via Instagram, Facebook or Twitter, without prior written permission of the publisher.

      

      

      

      
        
        Editor: Nicole McCurdy, Emerald Edits

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Books by Evie Mitchell

      

      
        Connect with Evie Mitchell

      

      
        Acknowledgement of Country

      

      
        Wild Hopes

      

      
        Playlist

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Hope

      

      
        2. Justice

      

      
        3. Hope

      

      
        4. Justice

      

      
        5. Hope

      

      
        6. Hope

      

      
        7. Justice

      

      
        8. Hope

      

      
        9. Justice

      

      
        10. Justice

      

      
        11. Hope

      

      
        12. Justice

      

      
        13. Hope

      

      
        14. Justice

      

      
        15. Hope

      

      
        16. Hope

      

    

    
      
        Epilogue 1

      

      
        Epilogue 2

      

      
        Books by Evie Mitchell

      

      
        Connect with Evie Mitchell

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS BY EVIE MITCHELL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        All Access Series

        Knot My Type

        Love Flushed

        Darn Knit All

      

        

      
        Capricorn Cove Series

        The Shake-Up

        Double the D

        Muffin Top

        The Mrs. Clause

        Beach Party

        New Year Knew You

        Double Breasted

        As You Wish

        You Sleigh Me

        Resolution Revolution

        Meat Load

      

        

      
        Larsson Sibling Series

        Thunder Thighs

        Clean Sweep

        The X-List

        Reality Check

        The Christmas Contract

      

        

      
        Dogg Pack

        Puppy Love

        The Frock Up

        Pier Pressure

        Bad English

        Trick or Trent

      

        

      
        Nameless Souls MC Series

        Runner

        Wrath

        Ghost

        Shield

      

        

      
        Elliot Security Series

        Rough Edge

        Bleeding Edge

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONNECT WITH EVIE MITCHELL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Website

        Facebook

        Greedy Readers Book Club

        Instagram

        Bookbub

        Goodreads

        Newsletter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY

          

        

      

    

    
      I acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the lands on which I write, the Ngunnawal people, and pay my respect to elders both past and present.

      I acknowledge the continued and deep spiritual relationship of the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to this land, and their unique cultural and spiritual relationships to the land, waters and seas and their rich contribution to society.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my greedy readers,

        Thank you for bringing my wild hopes to life.

      

      

      

      
        
        And to my husband, always.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WILD HOPES

          

        

      

    

    
      The Bad Boy Rocker meets the Mousy Girl Next Door with a STEAMY Secret...

      

      Justice Wild tossed Peach Springs away a decade ago, leaving the town in his dust on his way to rockstar glory. Now, platinum plaques and tabloid headlines precede him, and his bad-boy persona is as electrifying as his guitar riffs. But under the leather and ink, the scars of his past run deep.

      Hope Higgins, the girl next door whose apple orchard once stood proudly beside his peach, hides a secret as sweet as her pies. By day, she's a mousy virtual assistant, but by night, she's the bestselling author of a scorching hot rockstar romance series whose main character is suspiciously similar to a certain tattooed singer...

      

      Will Hope be able to keep her secret? Or will a certain tattooed bad boy make all her dreams—including the steamy ones—come true?

      

      Content warnings:

      Discussion on page of experiencing death of parents.

      Discussion of cancer diagnosis in parent and subsequent passing. 

      Discussion of family trauma and recovery of old relationships.

      Discussion of aging grandparent and caring needs.

      Discussion of grief and processing.

      Experience on page of bullying allegations and public exposure.

      Explicit sex scenes and sexting.
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      Available on YouTube by clicking here.

      Ironic by Alanis Morrissette

      9 to 5 by Dolly Parton

      Hometown Glory by Adele

      Free Fallin’ by Tom Petty (cover by John Mayer)

      Secrets by OneRepublic

      Anti-hero by Taylor Swift (cover by Dermot Kennedy)

      Unholy by Sam Smith and Kim Petras

      Days Like This by Van Morrison (Cover by Dermot Kennedy)

      Fast Car by Tracy Chapman

      Say You Won’t Let Go by James Arthur

      Stand by Me by Ben E. King

      How Do I Say Goodbye (Acoustic) by Dean Lewis

      A Lot More Free by Max McNown

      Beautiful Things (Acoustic) by Benson Boone

      Texas Hold ‘Em by Beyoncé

      Body like a Backroad by Sam Hunt

      Earned It by The Weeknd

      If the world was ending by JP Saxe featuring Julia Michaels

      Stick Season by Noah Khan

      Girl Next Door by Justice Wild

      Badass Woman by Megan Trainor

      Photograph by Ed Sheeran

      Lucky by Dermot Kennedy

      Blossom by Dermot Kennedy
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        Hope

        Three years earlier

        Song: Ironic by Alanis Morissette

      

      

      
        
        In a competition between pussy and beaver, it appeared the less hairy of the two would be triumphant

      

      

      

      “Can I pat your beaver?”

      I lumbered to turn around, mindful of the fact the tail of my costume could take out half the bar if I spun too quickly.

      How did Faye talk me into this?

      “Um,” I mumbled, glancing around for my fellow beaver. “I don’t think so.”

      I spotted Faye by the bar, stuck in the three-deep line waiting to order. Her back was to me, and I could see her gesticulating wildly to another customer, her black curls bouncing this way and that as she moved.

      Faye! If we have a psychic connection, look at me! Now!

      Alas, my best friend, also dressed as a beaver, continued to chat with the customer, who happened to be dressed as a squirrel.

      “Come on,” the drunk guy badgered. “It’s Halloween. Let me pat your fur.”

      I ducked my head and turned away, hoping that if I ignored him, he’d leave me alone. Sweat poured down my back, a combination of the dancing, the costume and the man making me nervous.

      “Come on. Just one little stroke.” He laughed in a way that set the hairs on the back of my neck on edge. An ick feeling slithered down my spine to curl in my gut. My pulse pounded in my ears as I tried to shift away only for him to match me step for step.

      “Could you please back away?” I asked, frustrated that I sounded nervous and breathy. “You’re making me uncomfortable.”

      “Me?” The drunk seemed to be offended by my assertion. “I’m harmless.”

      And I’m sure that’s what Hannibal Lecter said to all his victims too.

      Why did men have to ruin everything?

      The drunk crowded in, making a lunge for the front of my costume.

      I dodged back, nearly falling over the giant claw feet shoes Faye had insisted we wear.

      It’ll be funny, she said. A real laugh, she said.

      Why did men have to ruin everything?

      “Let me pat you!” The drunk lunged again, and I fell over, tumbling onto my butt in my rush to avoid him.

      He reached for me, his expression triumphant, but a stern voice snapped through the crowd, halting his movement.

      “Oi!” the far too familiar voice shouted. “Get your hands off her.”

      I wanted the earth to swallow me up as the lead singer from the band that had just finished pushed through the crowd toward me.

      Like some kind of movie hero, he slipped between me and the drunk, crossing his arms over his chest and planting his feet.

      “Back up.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “I said,” he growled. “Back the fuck up.”

      The drunk glanced around, wavering as he eyed my rescuer—no doubt wondering if he could take him.

      “Fuck it.” The aggressor tossed his hands up, flicking me a furious look. “You can have her.” He shoved through the crowd, disappearing into the crush.

      My hero huffed. “Alright, folks. Nothing to see here.”

      The people with their phones turned away, returning to their conversations.

      Mortified, I tried to push up from the floor only to find myself stuck. The tail made the costume butt-heavy, dragging me off-center as I tried and failed to stand.

      “Here.” Hands slipped under my arms, hauling me up.

      And just like that I found myself in the arms of the very last person I ever thought I’d see. Faye, her brother, Trent—who was our designated driver for the evening—and I, had arrived late to the bar, and had spent most of the evening dancing at the back of the crowded room to avoid hitting people with our tails. I’d thought the singer had sounded familiar, but without hearing his name or seeing his face, I’d been left with an impression of familiarity rather than this slap in the face.

      What were the chances that Justice Wild, my high school crush and main character in all of my hottest fantasies, would be performing tonight, a half a world away from Peach Springs, the small town where we’d both grown up?

      My gaze traveled hungrily over him, absorbing all the changes that the last ten years had imprinted on him.

      Justice had always been a good-looking kid, and unsurprisingly he’d matured into a gorgeous man. His dark brown, nearly black, hair complemented his tanned skin and green eyes. He’d grown taller since I last saw him, and based on my own short stature, I’d have pegged him as standing at an inch or so under six feet.

      While his height might have changed, his enigmatic presence hadn’t. His bright green eyes and his muscular body practically vibrated with barely leashed energy. Tattoos ran up and down his arms, images that had been crafted in the years since we’d last met and which meant something to him but would remain a mystery to me.

      He still looked good enough to lick.

      Double damn.

      One would have assumed my brothers, who were still friends with him, would have mentioned it. But then no one knew about my silent obsession—and I planned to keep it that way.

      “Hope?” Justice blinked, a slow smile curving his lips. “Shit. I didn’t know you were coming tonight.”

      My mouth opened and closed but words failed to appear. He glanced over my shoulder.

      “Are your brothers here? I sent them a text but didn’t hear anything back.”

      I shook my head. “It’s picking season. They’re trying to get the last fruit in before it gets too cold.”

      His lips twisted into a wry smile. “I should have known. What are they growing these days?”

      My own curved into an answering smile. “Apples, of course. But they do have a peach orchard—just a small one.”

      Peach Springs, the small town where we’d both grown up, was world renowned for its peaches…. And yet my family had decided to grow apples.

      These days my siblings and I lived in Capricorn Cove, a small town in the Isle of Astipia, known for its beautiful coastline and delicious fresh produce. My mother’s family lived here, and she’d returned towing us kids with her after… after…

      I pushed away the thought, focusing on Justice. “It’s good to see you.”

      He grinned. “And you. Come backstage, we can catch up. You can fill me in on what’s happening in your world.”

      I hesitated. “My friend Faye is getting us drinks. I wouldn’t want her to worry.”

      “Which one is she?”

      I pointed at my fellow beaver and Justice barked out a laugh. “I should have known. Hey, Sam!”

      Sam, the lead guitarist, glanced up from where he stood on the stage, packing up their cords and instruments.

      “Can you keep an eye on Faye? Did I get her name right?”

      I nodded.

      “Can you let Faye—the other beaver—know I’m taking Hope backstage? We’re both from Peach Springs.”

      Sam glanced my way, one eyebrow cocking. “You’re Faye’s housemate, right?”

      I nodded. “And you’re Sam Dogg. You live down the road.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah. Sorry about the noise. We try to keep it to a dull roar.”

      I shrugged then realized he’d never be able to see it under the heavy beaver suit. “It’s not a problem. I like your stuff.”

      He glanced over my head at Faye, narrowing his gaze. “That’s her brother, right?”

      I glanced back to see she’d made it back to the table that Trent had secured and was currently gesturing wildly at him. “Yeah, that’s him.”

      “Cool. I’ll let her know where you’ve gone. No problem.”

      “Appreciate it,” Justice said, catching my hand and giving me a small tug. I followed, stumbling behind him in my oversized shoes.

      Seriously, why couldn’t he have seen me last year? Last Halloween I dressed as Marilyn Monroe and three guys gave me their numbers.

      He led me down a dark corridor behind the stage and into a small room crowded with people—all of whom stopped talking when their sexy lead singer walked in with a beaver.

      God, kill me now. Please.

      Justice handed me a beer and introduced me to his band and crew, whose names I promptly forgot.

      “Shots?” one of the roadies asked, holding up a bottle of some clear liquid.

      Justice shook his head but nodded at me. “Hope might.”

      I took the offered glass and downed it quickly, praying it would offer some courage—or at least dull my embarrassment.

      A second shot glass replaced the first, and then a third appeared. When a fourth slipped into my hand, Justice intervened.

      “How about we sit and chat for a while first?” he asked gently.

      I nodded, allowing him to place a hand on my back and guide me toward a padded stool that accommodated my costume.

      He took the seat next to mine, a faded armchair.

      “Tell me how your family is,” he encouraged.

      I flapped my beaver paw, feeling a little off-center as the alcohol hit my system. “They’re surviving. Capricorn Cove has been good to us. Harley, Holden and Hudson are busy with the farm.”

      “And Lace?” he asked, referring to my sister-in-law.

      “She and Boone are great.” I chuckled just thinking about my nephew. “He’s growing into a temperamental teenager.” My smile dipped. “But I don’t know if Lace and Harley are going to last. They’ve had issues for a while.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      I shook my head, forcing a smile. “How about you? Tell me all about your family.”

      Justice blew out a breath. “I… I text them occasionally. Fletch, Beau and Asher are all still in Peach Springs. Colt got out and became a stuntman like he wanted. I see him occasionally. As for Owen….” He trailed off. “Let’s just say that overall, I’m not exactly close to them anymore.”

      “You’re estranged?”

      He lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “I don’t know what we are.”

      I placed a furry hand on his knee. “You should fix that. Family is important—and while I’m supportive of separating from family if they’re not the right people for you, I have a feeling that’s not what’s happening here.”

      He chuckled dryly. “You always know how to get to the heart of an issue.”

      I removed my hand reluctantly. “You should try to repair what’s there. Life is too short to let wounds fester.”

      “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “A text to check in might be good.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll think on it.” He shifted, changing the subject. “Alright, on to more important things. Tell me about you. What are you up to these days?”

      “Study and work, that’s my whole life.”

      He chuckled. “What? No boyfriend?”

      I snorted. “No. The dating pool in this town is abysmally small. And any of the guys who might be a good match from college are either wanting to move back to the cities or run in the other direction when commitment is on the table.”

      I was vaguely aware that the alcohol had begun to hit me, that my hand gestures were becoming larger, and my words a little slurred.

      But then, maybe it wasn’t the alcohol so much as being in Justice’s presence—he had such an enigmatic personality, that when he turned his full attention on you, it felt a little like floating.

      A woman tripped and fell against the arm of his chair, laughing as she slid down it to land in his lap.

      “Sorry!” she chuckled, her voice low and sexy. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Justice’s arms automatically wrapped around her to steady her, keeping the woman from falling.

      “Not a problem. Jacie, meet Hope.”

      “Hey,” she said brightly. “Nice to meet you.”

      I wasn’t exactly sure which animal she was meant to be dressed as, but I made an educated guess based on the ears and whiskers that it was a cat.

      A pussy cat, if you will.

      And in a competition between pussy and beaver, it appeared the less hairy of the two would be triumphant.

      My heart flopped sadly, an ache taking up residence in the middle of my chest as Justice allowed her to settle in his lap, leaning back against him as we chatted.

      Justice wasn’t for me. He never had been, and he never would be. I just needed to reconcile that my childish dreams of marrying the boy next door would never eventuate.

      Thank god he’d never guessed my feelings. And, if I had it my way, he never would.

      The roadie came back around and offered me another shot. I took it before Justice could stop me, needing the hit of fire to sear away the tears burning in my throat.

      “Hope.”

      I glanced toward the door to the room and found Trent and some other guy standing in the doorway.

      “You’re okay,” he said, his relief palatable.

      Not even close.

      I tilted my head to the side, offering him a blank smile. “Of course, I am. Why wouldn’t I be?” I lied.

      “Because you’re drunk, honey.” Justice tugged gently on one of my pigtails “Sounds like these nice guys are your ride home.”

      Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.

      I wanted to show him I could party with his crew. That I was better than the beaver costume and pigtails.

      But you’re not, are you? You’re a small-town girl and he’s destined for stardom. The two aren’t compatible.

      “But I want to—” I began.

      “Time to go,” Justice ordered, not brooking any protests. He shifted Jacie off his lap and stood, hauling me up once again.

      “It was great seeing you, Hope,” he murmured, pressing a small kiss to my forehead. “And I’ll think on what you said.”

      An embarrassed flush crept up my neck. Once again, I wasn’t anything to him.

      “Off you go,” Justice gave me a little shove in Trent’s direction. “We’ll catch up another time.”

      Dismissed, I ducked my head and waddled out of the room, biting the inside of my cheek hard enough to draw blood, but goddamn it, I refused to cry in front of anyone.

      It was only later, in the silence of my bedroom, that I allowed the tears to come.

      Next time, I promised myself. Next time he’ll see me as a woman.
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        Song: 9 to 5 by Dolly Parton

      

      

      
        
        Give me three reasons as to why I shouldn’t kill the idiots I work with.

      

      

      

      I stared at the picture of Justice Wild hanging above my desk, mentally cataloging the ways in which he embodied the perfect bad-boy rocker vibe.

      Cocky grin—check.

      Tattoos—check.

      Wild hair—check.

      Women screaming his name—check.

      Excellent music—triple check.

      Once upon a time he’d lived next door. The moody but charismatic kid who’d channeled his love of music into a billion-dollar career.

      Meanwhile, here I was living in my grandmother’s house, dealing with difficult employees and working for a boss that didn’t seem to understand why I was stressed.

      “We’ve never had this conversation.”

      I blinked as I came back to reality with a rough thud.

      Taking a deep breath, I unmuted myself.

      “Ciara, I don’t think this is a productive meeting. You’re saying we’ve never had this conversation before, I’m saying I’ve provided you with feedback both directly and through others in the team. I think⁠—”

      “The only feedback you’ve ever provided to me was when you called my dress attire shabby.”

      I stared at the woman on the other side of the screen, desperately fighting for calm.

      Ciara had the potential to be an amazing employee. The issue was that she assumed she didn’t need to change anything.

      “I don’t believe I’ve called your outfits shabby. That wouldn’t be professional.”

      “You did!” Her voice caught and her eyes welled with tears. “You’re a horrible boss! How can you say you didn’t?”

      I muted myself and stared at the screen, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from crying. Ciara’s rant began once again, her face flushing as tears ran unchecked down her cheeks.

      I hated this conversation. I hated how after every catch up I felt drained and useless. I hated how this had been going on for months and despite my best efforts we seemed to be stuck in the same cycle.

      I’d provide her with feedback. She’d deny I ever provided her with the feedback. I’d show her emails and notes from our meetings, and she would deny we ever had that conversation.

      It had gotten to the point where I’d begun to doubt my own sanity. I’d begun to look over my notes and wonder if they were lies—figments of my imagination.

      They weren’t, but that was how I was beginning to feel.

      An hour later the conversation ended with agreement for yet another discussion.

      I ended the call and tossed off my headset, pinching the bridge of my nose to keep from crying.

      “Damn it,” I muttered, rolling my shoulders as if trying to shrug off the energy of the discussion we’d just had. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

      Once upon a time I’d loved my job. We worked with businesses of all kinds creating custom solutions for their organizations. Be it social media posts, meeting minutes, developing project plans, or supporting staff recruitment. The work was varied and interesting, the hours were great, the pay was excellent, and I had managed a great team of twelve staff who all loved their jobs.

      Or at least I had, until six months ago. Ciara had been hired and within a month my job satisfaction had deteriorated. She’d struggled to juggle clients, had refused to communicate with me what she needed, and had begun to assign her work to other team members instead of actioning herself.

      I wanted to help her. I wanted her to succeed. But every effort was met with hostility and wild accusations. And my boss, George, while a good guy, didn’t seem to appreciate how stressful and toxic the situation had become.

      I finished up a few emails then logged off for the day as my phone beeped with an incoming text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Faye

      

      
        Give me three reasons as to why I shouldn’t kill the idiots I work with.

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned, leaning back in my chair as my fingers flew across the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hope

      

      
        1. You need the money. 2. You’d look horrendous in a prison outfit. 3. You’re married to one of those “idiots”.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Faye

      

      
        You’re right. I’ll add itching powder to their underwear before a gig. That’ll teach ’em.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hope

      

      
        What’s happened now?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Faye

      

      
        The usual. I’m wrangling PR nightmares, Justice has gone AWOL, Felix is brooding over some couple he met on a mountain treat, Radley is being… Radley, and do NOT get me started on the sex animal I married. The man is insatiable!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hope

      

      
        And that’s a bad thing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Faye

      

      
        It is when I’m in the middle of a call with Rolling Stone about getting them on the cover and Sam decides to crawl under my desk and eat me out.

      

      

      

      

      

      I squealed a little, delighted my best friend in the world had landed such a good man.

      We’d met in college, Faye with her bold personality and sharp wit had taken me under her wing. We’d become fast friends and quickly moved in together. We’d lived off campus in a quiet bungalow where I’d managed to kill every plant and blade of grass, and she’d managed to set fire to the cooktop three times.

      After the third visit by her brother, who was a firefighter, we’d agreed that I’d take over the cooking and she could do the yard work.

      I’d loved those long, busy days spent laughing over some new story or calamity. We’d been poor but happy.

      Then Faye had graduated and been offered a job by The Wild Ones. Did I find it strange that Justice had employed my best friend as his PR rep? A little. But Faye had known her husband, Sam, for years before the band had formed, and Sam had suggested her when the band had needed someone passionate but cheap.

      The thing I’d taken away from the whole situation is that the world is a small place.

      I returned Faye’s text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hope

      

      
        And what is the problem?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Faye

      

      
        No, you’re right. Muting your phone so you can climax is totally professional. Thank you for the reality check.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hope

      

      
        This is going in a book.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Faye

      

      
        I should hope so. Speaking of… have you seen Justice yet?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hope

      

      
        No. Should I be expecting to?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Faye

      

      
        Maybe? He asked Simon to organize a suit for one of his brothers. Something about an event coming up. Do you know anything about that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hope

      

      
        You should ask him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Faye

      

      
        I have. And the fact you’re being cryptic tells me I should push harder before the media finds out what’s up. Thanks for nothing you goose.

      

      

      

      

      

      I chuckled.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hope

      

      
        Love you too. See you in a few weeks?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Faye

      

      
        You know it!

      

      

      

      

      

      I clicked on the after-work mode on my phone, breathing a little sigh. I missed Faye and couldn’t wait to see her at my birthday, but there was a grief attached to seeing her moving forward with her life. A yearning I’d never expected had begun to take root in my chest—a wish for the kind of things she had.

      I wanted her to be happy and fulfilled more than I wanted my next breath. My heart held such joy for her—she deserved every good thing. But watching her find her dream job, travel the world, embrace herself, and find a relationship with a person who adored and complemented her in every way, made me want the same.
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