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            PROLOGUE

          

          MANOLO

        

      

    

    
      "It's hard for me to believe that you want us to have an open relationship and think that it won't affect us in any way," I brushed a tear from my cheek.

      "Alex, wait for me in the car," Felix muttered to the stranger in our bed. The younger man lifted the sheet and blushed. Jesus, he's sleeping with my boyfriend, in my bed, and now he decides to be shy? I strolled out of the bedroom with my fists clenched by my sides. Felix muttered something to his boytoy, then followed me out. By the time I reached the end of the upstairs hallway, I was nearly running.

      "Manolo, please, listen to me," Felix pleaded. I wanted to shut him out and slam the door. But instead, I marched into my office and sat behind my desk. 

      One look at Felix's face made me hesitate; even though my anger raged, I couldn't help but feel a little guilty. When I first met him, he had nothing. Now I was prepared to cut him out of my life completely. "You want to have sex with other men, and you think that it won't change anything?"

      Felix stood there in his boxer shorts, his mouth opening and shutting like a fish. Finally, he muttered, "Everyone else is doing it, so why can't we..."

      "Excuses are the lies we tell ourselves," I snapped. "You knew how much this would hurt me, so don't even try."

      "But he meant nothing to me," Felix whined. "It's just sex."

      I slammed my hand against the desk, a surge of emotions boiling inside me. "So I'm not enough for you? Do you need someone else to satisfy you?" I trembled with hurt and betrayal, waiting for an answer.

      "To be perfectly honest, you're too much to handle," Felix muttered, then sat across from me. "Manolo, you're this insanely talented artist. You don't need me or anyone else. What do I have to offer the world? My exceptional fashion sense? My party planning abilities? Actually, I'll settle for my perfectly round ass."

      Pressure built under my eyes, and I tried not to lose control. When I first met Felix, he'd been part of the catering staff for one of my earlier films. The attraction between us had been intense. His wavy dark hair and golden eyes drew the attention of both men and women. Now those eyes had dark circles from too much partying, late nights spent with strange men doing things he was too ashamed to admit. Did I really want to continue down this path of pathetic lies?

      "You claim that having sex with other men won't diminish your love for me, but I'm not buying it." I stood up and paced behind my desk. "How do you expect me to be okay with you sleeping with other people? How am I supposed to feel secure in our relationship when I can't trust you not to sleep with strange men?"

      "Manolo, you're this perfect creature—artistic, caring, and beautiful." Felix combed his hair back with his fingers. "You believe in this idealistic world where love trumps everything. But that's not how the real world works. Or at least, it doesn't work that way for me."

      "Stop putting me on a pedestal and using me as an excuse for sleeping around. It's ridiculous," I shook my head in disbelief.

      A tear slipped down the side of Felix's nose. "I still love you, but I also feel like a slave to your ideals. Monogamy isn't normal, at least not for me."

      This wasn't the first time I'd discovered his dishonesty, but it was certainly going to be the last.

      "If you're so insistent on having an open relationship, then maybe this isn't the right relationship for me," I stated quietly. An odd sense of relief and remorse washed through me. "You say you love me, but I just can't agree to this open relationship you're proposing. I can't be with someone who doesn't respect my wishes and isn't willing to commit to me. I need to be able to trust you, and I can’t if you're having sex with other people."

      Suddenly, it felt like we were being watched. I glanced up and saw Felix's trick standing in the doorway with a bored expression on his face. If he was even twenty years old, I'd be shocked.

      "Get out of my house," I muttered through clenched teeth. "Felix, take your friend wherever he needs to go." I stood and faced the window behind my desk, overlooking the garden. "Pack a bag, Felix. Don't bother coming back. I'll have your belongings boxed up and delivered to wherever you end up moving to."

      "Please, Manolo, I beg you..."

      "Enough." I turned and faced him one last time. "Leave me in peace."
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        * * *

      

      The sun was setting as Felix and the boy left my house, and although I wanted to trust him, I knew better than to take any chances. I quickly dialed the guard at the entrance to Zotogrande, our gated community, asking him to take away Felix's pass so he couldn't return uninvited. Poor old Jorge, I was sure Felix would put up a fight. The guard didn't deserve it, so I made a mental note to give him a small gift or some food the next time I left the neighborhood.

      The house was empty, and my footsteps echoed as I paced through its rooms. Felix had sent my maid, Simona, away earlier when he brought the boy to my home. I should've paid more attention to her. Since Felix entered my life, she'd never been openly hostile to him, but she had become cold and distant. Once, after a few drinks, I asked her why.

      "No confío en él," she shrugged.

      She didn't trust him. "Neither do I, Simona," I sighed, then topped up my drink with another shot of tequila. "I'll never trust another man again."

      The moon was full, and the silvery light reflected off the backyard swimming pool. I sat in a lounge chair, lost in memories of when Felix first entered my life. At the time, I'd been shooting a TV series about a lunatic family that owned a beauty shop. Talk about how life doesn't always mirror art. The characters were always sleeping around on each other, telling lies, and occasionally kidnapping people. I was raised in a traditional family, totally unlike them. While I might have no problems with the fictional characters having open relationships, that was the exact opposite of what I wanted.

      "Felix, did you think I was one of them?" I slugged back half of my drink, relishing the burn as it snaked down my throat. "Were you expecting orgies and drama?" I shut my eyes, and an image of Felix filled my brain. "No wonder Simona hated you." I got to my feet and walked around the pool.

      "I'm not like those people on television," I said softly. My heart values loyalty and respect above all else. Unlike those characters on the show, that's how I want to live my life.

      I stopped for a moment and looked wistfully up at the stars. "But then you came along," I continued sadly. "And with you came temptation."

      I placed my empty glass on a table and then stripped off my clothes. A dip in the pool under the full moon would soothe me, helping me forget the reasons my heart ached.

      I was about to walk down the concrete steps into the water when my phone rang.

      Shit, what if it's Felix? What if he's in trouble? I picked up my discarded slacks and fished out my phone. It was Daniel. Why the hell didn't I call him the minute Felix walked out the door?

      "My dear friend, your voice is just what I need to hear right now," I picked up my empty glass and strolled over to the outdoor bar. "Felix is gone," I paused. "For good this time."

      "Oh no, amigo," Daniel sighed. "You have the worst luck with men. If I could be there for you, I would, but I'm stuck in LA for a few weeks. Hugo and Becks are trying to figure out how to get married without the press finding out about it."

      "It's okay, Daniel," I replied. "You guys are busy." I grabbed a bottle of tequila from the outdoor bar and unscrewed the cap. "Don't worry about me, I'll be fine. Just having you on the other end of the line helps a lot."

      I took a long swig from the bottle, then poured more tequila into my drink. "He just didn't care," I frowned. "Felix is like every other man I've met. No respect for monogamy. My films might not be old-fashioned, but I am."

      My friend was quiet for a few moments, then his voice came through loud and clear. "You deserve better than Felix," he insisted. "Anyone who doesn't appreciate you is an idiot."

      Daniel's words soothed me. We'd been through hell and back together. Daniel was more like a brother to me than a friend.

      "Gracias, hermano," I murmured as tears stung my eyes. "But let's talk about something else now - what are you guys up to?"

      "At the rate they're going, Hugo and Becks will be married on a remote island on the other side of the world. Both are huge stars now, and the tabloids love spreading gossip about them." I heard the sound of Daniel popping open a beer. "Hugo even said he wished he'd never become so successful. He can't go anywhere without being followed."

      "Why don't they get married in Mexico City?"

      "Because the press is almost as bad there as it is in Hollywood. You know that." Daniel chuckled. "That's why you don't live there, remember?"

      He had a point. When I finally had a hit movie under my belt, reporters followed my every move there. So I moved back to my hometown of Guadalajara. The press was still bad here, but not nearly as bad as in the capital. Wait, I've got the perfect solution.

      "Daniel, tell them to get married here." I poured more tequila into my cocktail. At this rate, I wouldn't make it back to my bedroom.

      "In Guadalajara?" Daniel mulled it over for a moment. "I don't know. The press are..."

      "They can have the ceremony here, at my house." I felt a stupid grin spreading across my face. I'd do anything for Hugolito. "I mean, as long as it's not more than fifty or so people, I'd love to have them tie the knot here. Plus, Zotogrande is a gated community. No press allowed."

      "You know, that's not a bad idea," Daniel murmured. "As long as you don't mind my wife going batshit crazy in your house."

      "Lacey? She's the most zen woman I know," I laughed. Unlike Daniel, I thought but didn't say aloud. "Do you think Hugo and Becks would go for it?"

      "I'll call them right now," Daniel said. "Are you going to be okay? Maybe a wedding isn't the right thing so soon after Felix..."

      "My house is made for love, and a wedding is the perfect way to exorcize Felix's demons from it," I slurred.

      "Put down the tequila, Manolo," I heard Daniel popping open another beer. "Drinking after having your heart broken isn't the smart thing. Now, let me go. I'll call Hugo right now."

      "Adios." I disconnected the call, then eyed my cocktail. Of course, Daniel was right. Drinking probably wasn't the best idea right now. "Fuck it." I sipped my drink, laid it on the table, and dove into the water. When I resurfaced, I swam to the side of the pool and clung to it.

      As I stared up at the night sky, I whispered, "The perfect way to get over Felix is to invite more love into my home." But was that really true? Did I want to move on and find someone who could love me? Part of me wanted to open my heart again, but a bigger part of me was too scared – scared of getting hurt all over again.

      "Never again." I shut my eyes and pictured Felix on top of that silly twink. When I walked in on them, Felix had the nerve to ask me to join them. That's when I lost it and threw them both out.

      "The odds of another gay man wanting the same things I do are slim to none." Tears threatened to spill again. "No more men, ever."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          RAM

        

      

    

    
      "Darling, I wish you'd stay," Mom said softly, placing a cup of chai in front of me. She strolled across the room and sat next to the large window overlooking the park next door.

      I sipped the comforting drink, and felt a wave of nostalgia wash over me. A longing to remain in her embrace forever engulfed my senses. Mom was a devoted mother, who was also quite modern for her age; she wore western clothing rather than a saree, kept her hair dyed dark brown, and always had heather colored lipstick on.

      "Lakshmi wants to have your horoscope done so she can arrange the perfect marriage," Mom announced with an eye-roll. Despite their show of modernity, my parents still believed in old fashioned traditions. "She's hopeful that you can stay an extra day or two to meet with the astrologer in person."

      "Aunty needs to find another hobby," I winked at Mom. Her elder sister had blisters on her nose from sticking it in everyone's business. Since I'd been shooting a movie in Mumbai for the last six weeks, she'd been obsessed with finding me a bride. "I don't believe in horoscopes," I placed the cup back on the table and sighed. "Neither do you. Why let her control us with her out-of-date crap?"

      Mom shrugged, clearly not wanting to start a fight. "She's family."

      I knew she was right, but I still wanted her to stand up for herself more. Growing up, I'd seen how Lakshmi treated my mother, and it wasn't fair. My mom was the youngest of four sisters, and Lakshmi acted as if she were the matriarch of the family, making people do whatever she wanted regardless of how they felt.

      "Just tell her no," I said sternly. "You don't owe her anything. And I don't want to marry a complete stranger." 

      Especially a woman.

      Being gay was strange in Mumbai. Though I think my family suspected my preference for men, they'd never said a word about it. As long as I acted straight, they were happy. All they did was boast about me to friends, neighbors, and to any strangers who would listen. 

      Mom's smile was sad and she slowly shook her head at my naivety. "It's complicated," she said in a soft tone. "Lakshmi means well, even if it doesn't appear that way sometimes."

      I wanted to object but I knew better than to disagree with her. In a few hours I'd be heading back to the United States, and I didn't want our last words to be full of animosity.

      My gaze roved around the unfamiliar room, filled with photos of me, my sister, and our extended family. After signing the contract with Gucci, I bought this apartment in Malabar Hill for my parents. It was a token of appreciation for all their help over the years. This had been my first visit since then, and I wasn’t quite familiar with it yet.

      Mom sat in an armchair near the window sipping her tea as she surveyed people playing in the park. "It's so stunning," she sighed; this must have been the hundredth time she’d said it since I arrived two months ago. "I don't know why your Aunty insists you meet this astrologer," Mom said after a few moments of silence. 

      “It’s because she feels the need to control everything and everyone around her,” I snapped, then sighed. When my parents said things like this, I knew they were in my corner, but these moments were few, and ultimately Aunty Lakshmi would prevail. Yet another reason for not living in India—she couldn't do too much harm if I was on the other side of the world.

      "Ram," Mom's voice interrupted my thoughts, "your father and I are both growing older." She rang a little bell on the table next to her. "I know you want to live your life the way you see fit, but we'd like grandchildren before we're too old to enjoy them."

      Uma, the maid, entered the living room and refilled Mom's chai. I covered my cup with my hand to let her know I didn't want any; she nodded at me with a smile before returning to the kitchen.

      "I'm not your only child, Mom," I sighed. "Maybe Meera can..."

      "Your sister is more concerned about her career than giving us grandbabies," Mom said, her voice trembling slightly.

      "Aren't you proud of her?" I asked. Meera was a scientist living in Switzerland, doing some cutting-edge work at the Large Hadron Collider.

      "I don't understand what she's thinking, and every time she talks of her job all that mumbo jumbo goes over my head." Mom stood and gestured towards the window. "All my sisters have grandchildren—I hate the pitying looks they give me when they talk about them."

      I bit my lip, unable to tell Mom the truth: Meera was a lesbian, an unspeakable thing in India. She’d chosen to pursue a career far from our homeland as a way to find freedom and success. Though our parents never said it aloud, we were both disappointments to them; no amount of money or accomplishment would make up for the fact that they lacked grandchildren.

      "Mom, I have to pack." I rose and opened my arms for an embrace. She squinted in my direction before hugging me tightly. "In two days I'm shooting a commercial in New York City. Would you and Dad like to visit me in the states soon?"

      "No," Mom stepped back and wiped her eyes. "I hate flying, and your father does too. So that means you need to shoot another movie soon so we can see you again. What was this one called?" She referred to the film I'd just made.

      "Secrets of Life," I mumbled, my face burning with embarrassment. The title reflected my conflicted reality. Everywhere I turned, people were judging my decisions and actions, no matter how hard I tried to keep my secrets hidden. It felt like anything I said or did revolved around pretending and concealing things. I glanced at my phone and sighed heavily. Only three more hours until my flight...three more hours of being someone I wasn't.

      "I love you, Ram." My mother's eyes glistened with tears, and a wave of nausea hit me. The lies were killing my soul. "Don't stay away for too long."

      "I love you too, Mama."
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        * * *

      

      “Dad, you don't need to drive me to the airport.” I slammed the trunk of his new Mercedes, a gift from me when I'd arrived a few weeks ago. “I'll call a taxi instead.”

      My father grinned. “No, I want to drive.” He gestured for me to get in. “I may not have grandkids to show off, but I can show off the new car my famous son bought me!”

      I sighed and got into the front seat. Dad owned three restaurants, and had done well for himself; yet thanks to me he now lived extravagantly. He kept his white beard and mustache trimmed with weekly visits to the barber, and despite his love of food was still fit and trim. What he loved most was cars, which is why I gave him the Mercedes-Benz.

      Once out of the parking deck, Dad turned onto Ridge Road and gave my knee a pat. “Son, will you talk to Meera and convince her to come visit? Your mother misses her terribly.”

      “Of course, Dad.” I forced a smile. Actually it was Dad who missed her most. She was Daddy's little girl while I was always Momma's boy. “Why don't you both take a vacation to Geneva? Don't you want to see snow for the first time? It's really beautiful there.”

      "I hate flying," Dad grumbled. "Plus, the astrologer said it was dangerous for me."

      "You've got to be kidding," I muttered under my breath. "Dad, I know you don't believe in that stuff. It's just an excuse..."

      "It's your mother," Dad sighed as he turned onto the freeway. "She's very conservative." He and Mom both were - though Dad didn't like admitting it. He thought of himself as a thoroughly modern man; if only he would stop bringing up grandbabies every time we talked. My phone pinged, and I yanked it from my jacket pocket. "Is it one of your movie star friends?" Dad asked.

      "Uh, yeah." It was a message from Goldie.

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm throwing a party for you in Santa Monica when you arrive tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      "Did you see the latest Cinderella movie?" I typed out a response while asking Dad.

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm flying to New York to film a commercial first. I'll be in LA next week.

      

      

      

      

      

      "Oh yes," his voice grew louder with enthusiasm. "Your mother and I watched it two weeks ago while you were filming. Are you friends with the girl who plays Cinderella? Is she your girlfriend?"

      "No Dad." Thank God I was leaving because this intense focus on my nonexistent heterosexual love life was getting old. "It's Goldie Fox, who played the wicked step-mother."

      “Why is your girlfriend so old? Don't you want children?"

      "Dad, she's not my girlfriend, and she's not that old. They made her look older for the part." I brushed my hair back with my fingers. "Goldie is just a friend. And an incredible dancer; she can do the Bhangra better than you or me."

      "Yeah right, some white woman dances better than us," Dad huffed, and I had to stop myself from laughing. 

      "She's won multiple awards for dancing, Dad." A sign for the airport exit appeared, so my father switched lanes.

      "Son, don't you think it's about time you settled down? It would make your mother happy."

      This, more than anything else made me want to abandon my Bollywood career. No matter what I achieved or how much money I made, my parents were hell-bent on marrying me off to the first available female they could find.

      "I'm sorry, Ram." Dad sighed, and my eyes lit up when I saw the airport. "It's none of my business how you handle your affairs. Who was the actress who played your love interest in this film you just made?"

      "Sita Patel," I sighed. "You met her Dad, at the party the studio..."

      "She's quite attractive." Dad slowed his car as he searched for a parking spot. The airport was packed with people hustling towards their flights. "And Lakshmi told your mum that she was single."

      Damn it. I loved my parents, but it was this constant nagging about marriage that kept me from living here. Being a model was a way to make money outside of India. If I ever decided to move back to Mumbai, I'd be even richer just making movies. But putting up with the constant matchmaking wasn’t worth the stress.

      Dad steered into an open parking space and popped open the trunk. I was about to leap out of the car and run inside the airport when Dad grabbed my shoulder.

      "Ram, you’re my only son, and I want you to be happy." He whispered, then pulled me into an embrace. My heart pounded in my chest, not just because I loved him too, but because of the certainty that he wouldn't love me if he knew I was gay.

      "What are you holding back from me, son?" Dad pulled back, staring into my eyes. Lying to my father was so damned hard. Hell, whenever I was home I didn't just lie to my family, but to every single person I knew. "You're not happy."

      "Dad, I love you." I opened the car door and swung my feet onto the pavement. "Please, stop worrying about me."

      I slammed the door shut before he could utter another word. I grabbed my bags out of the trunk and stole a glance at my Dad through the side view mirror. Tears were streaming down his cheeks. He noticed me looking, wiping away his tears quickly.

      "Bye Dad," I waved vaguely and dashed towards the sliding glass doors. Guilt flooded my veins as it always did when I left my parents. Despite all my efforts, I could never make them happy for me. Pressure built behind my eyes and I prayed I wouldn't cry. Suddenly my phone vibrated in my pocket. It was a message from my best friend Becks.

      
        
          
            
              
        Clear your schedule, Hugo and I are getting married in Mexico next month!

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          MANOLO

        

      

    

    
      "So you're telling me that Felix left without giving the guard his pass?" I almost hung up on the woman. She was in charge of security for Zotogrande and annoyed the hell out of me. This wasn’t the first time she’d fucked up. Like, had she ever been capable of doing her job right? "I told the guard to take his damned pass. What am I supposed to do if he shows up uninvited?"

      "Señor Castro, we apologize for the guard's error. We'll discipline him and..."

      "No, you will not," I snapped. The guard at the gate was an old man who needed the job. "I'll email your office with Felix's picture. Just don't let him into the neighborhood."

      The woman on the other end sighed. "If the man is dangerous, we should call the police and..."

      "Yeah, like that's going to do anything." I made a mental note to swim a few laps after this. I needed to do something to work off this anger. “I’ll email you the picture now. He no longer lives with me, so he isn't allowed on Zotogrande property. It's that simple. Just keep him out." I ended the call and leaned back in my desk chair.

      Felix and his boytoy apparently flew through the gate, tricking the guard into allowing him to keep the pass. It was Felix's fault, not the old man. My ex-boyfriend was an expert liar, as I'd learned over the past three years. He lived for pleasure, had no use for work, and now that he was out of my life, I didn't even want to think about him.

      "Señor Castro?" Simona's soothing voice cut through my misery. I looked up and smiled.

      "Yes?"

      "You haven't eaten breakfast, and I called you to lunch an hour ago." She hesitated for a moment, then entered my office. "You must eat. I made your favorite, tortas ahogadas. After finding the empty tequila bottle in the trash, I thought you'd like it."

      My stomach growled. "It sounds perfect. Can you bring it to me here, please?"

      "Of course."

      There were two ways to cure a hangover. One was menudo, which I hated. It was a soup made from tripe and it tasted like ass. The other was tortas ahogadas, which is a sandwich drowned in a spicy red sauce. A moment later, Simona wheeled in a cart, placed the sandwich in front of me, along with a bottle of aspirin.

      "You know me well, Simona." I grinned at her and placed a napkin on my lap. She ruffled my hair and left.

      I took a bite of the sandwich and moaned in pleasure. Simona had outdone herself with this one. The spicy red sauce had just the right amount of kick to settle my stomach and clear my head. I washed it down with some cold water before reaching for the bottle of aspirin.

      After my parents died, I hired their maid, Simona. She was more than a maid; she became like a mother to me, taking care of me when I needed it and giving me tough love when I deserved it. She had been with me through the good times and bad, reminding me that even though life wasn't fair, it could still be beautiful if you chose to see it that way. And of course, she was an excellent cook.

      I spooned extra sauce onto the sandwich, then my phone pinged.

      "Never fails." I picked up the phone and saw a message from Hugolito.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can we discuss the wedding, please?

      

      

      

      

      

      Did this mean he and Becket said yes to my offer? I typed out a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        FaceTime in five minutes - I'm eating.
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        * * *

      

      "Hugolito!" I wished there was a way to hug people through the phone screen. "I miss you!"

      My heart skipped a beat when I saw Hugo's face. After months of being apart, it felt like no time had passed at all.

      "Hugs and kisses from Hollywood!" He said, his voice sounding like music to my ears.

      "Hi, Manolo!" Beck's face filled the screen for a moment, then the phone was back in Hugo's hands.

      "So, does this mean you've decided to get married here, at my house?" I asked, and Hugo's smile stretched from ear to ear.

      "Of course, it does," Hugo giggled. "We've stayed at your house before, and it's the perfect place for a small, private wedding. The reason I want to talk with you is to let you know about the guest list and to ask for your help with accommodations." Hugo raised a beer bottle and took a swig. "I know you can't put everyone up at your house, so I was hoping you could tell us about the best hotels nearby."

      "Well, obviously you two are staying with me," I said. "And your parents too. Becks, what about your folks? Are they coming?"

      Becks took the phone from Hugolito. "Yeah, but I'd prefer it if they stayed at a hotel. My parents are kind of straight-laced, if you know what I mean. They're both professors of philosophy, and, well, they're not a lot of fun."

      "Maybe a little tequila would..."

      "No, they don't drink, smoke. Hell, for them, having fun is spending hours in a library." Becks laughed. "They're nothing like me or any of our friends. Also, they can only come for two days, so I'm putting them up in whatever hotel you recommend."

      "Sure, I'll have my assistant send you a list of places they can stay." I grabbed a pad of paper and scribbled a note to remind me. "You'll have the list by tomorrow because everyone needs to book their rooms now to make sure they're available. Now, I can house twelve people comfortably. Who are they going to be?"

      I glanced up to see Simona standing in the doorway. "Yes?" I heard footsteps in the hallway behind her.

      "I tried to stop him, but he insisted on..." A hand grabbed Simona's shoulder and pulled her away. "Let go of me!"

      "Manolo," Felix stalked into my office and stood in front of my desk. "We need to talk, now."

      "What are you doing here?" My voice was barely above a whisper as I stared at him in disbelief. "You're not welcome in my home."
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