

[image: Cover]




[image: image]


[image: image]




Copyright © 2013 Beth Ciotta


Excerpt from Anything But Love copyright © 2013 by Beth Ciotta


The right of Beth Ciotta to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in this Ebook edition in 2013


by HEADLINE ETERNAL


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


First published in the United States of America in 2013 by St Martin’s Paperbacks, an imprint of St Martin’s Press


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 0944 3


Cover illustration © Olga Kostina/Shutterstock


© Valentinavvd/Shutterstock (garland)


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company 338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.eternalromancebooks.co.uk


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About the Author


[image: image]


Beth Ciotta is an award-winning author who specializes in romantic comedy with a twist. Her work includes contemporary, historical, and paranormal fiction. As Beth says, ‘I can’t think of anything more fulfilling than writing stories where everyone (except the villain, of course) gets a happy ending!’


Beth lives in New Jersey with her husband, two zany dogs, and a crazy cat. A retired professional performer, Beth now pours her artistic passion into her writing. To learn more about her colourful life, visit her website at www.bethciotta.com




 


Praise for the Cupcake Lovers series:


‘Rich with emotional complexity and a cast of wonderfully rich characters, Fool for Love is an absolute treat’ Kristan Higgins, New York Times bestselling author


‘Ciotta writes with style, wit and heart. Can’t wait for the next one!’ Susan Andersen, New York Times bestselling author.


Praise for Beth Ciotta’s previous novels:


‘Enchanting contemporary romance. . .fun and sexy. . .Ciotta’s fans will undoubtedly be looking forward to the next’ Publishers Weekly on Charmed


‘An amazing charmer’ Heather Graham on All about Evie


‘Wonderful characters and a delightful adventure’ RT Book Reviews on Into the Wild


‘A wonderful, savvy, sexy and suspenseful romp. Ciotta has woven a terrific tale with characters to die for. This book will definitely leave you “charmed”’ Jan Coffey on Charmed


‘Four Stars! Gives readers a full quotient of fun and sexy excitement’ Affaire de Coeur on Charmed


‘Fast-paced, sizzlingly sexy fun!’ Karyn Monk on Jinxed


‘The high jinks of Ciotta’s charmingly imperfect heroine make Jinxed a hip, witty, fund read!’ Nan Ryan






By Beth Ciotta




Cupcake Lovers Series


Fool For Love


The Trouble With Love


Anything But Love
Some Kind Of Wonderful (novella)
In The Mood For Love




THE TROUBLE WITH LOVE


A CONSTANT CRAVING


Rocky Monroe’s bad luck is legendary. So it stands to reason that during a trip to New York on Cupcake Lovers’ business, she winds up in the arms of the one man she never wants to see again. Delicious Jayce Bello has always been Rocky’s biggest mistake, and she’s not going to let history repeat itself – even if she can’t stop dreaming about him . . .


AN IRRESISITIBLE DESIRE


When Jayce left Sugar Creek over ten years ago, it was the right thing to do – for him and for his best friend’s sister. But after another passionate night with gorgeous, reckless Rocky he knows he can no longer live without her. Now he just needs to prove to Rocky that theirs is a recipe for love . . .
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Though inspired by a northern region of Vermont, please note that Sugar Creek and the surrounding locations mentioned in this book are fictional. Escape and enjoy!




CHAPTER ONE


Seize the moment. Remember all those women on the Titanic who waved off the dessert cart.


—Erma Bombeck


“Delicious.”


“To die for.”


“Had me at the crystallized ginger.”


Rocky Monroe glanced around her grandma’s dining-room table, smiling as everyone sampled her cupcakes with a blissful moan, pumping a mental fist as every member of Cupcake Lovers—at least the ones in attendance—concurred. Her proposed contribution for the club’s Creepy Cupcake booth at the upcoming Spookytown Spectacular was a hit. She’d always had faith in her cooking skills, but when it came to baking there was nothing like a thumbs-up from the four senior members, Judy Betts, Helen Cole, Ethel Larsen, and Rocky’s grandma, Daisy Monroe, who’d been baking for charitable causes since before the Vietnam War.


“Brilliance, sweet pea.”


“Thanks, Gram.” Rocky’s generous, purple-haired grandma had hosted tonight’s meeting even though it was Rocky’s turn. Rocky’s home, which was also a bed-and-breakfast, was undergoing extensive renovations. So instead, they’d gathered at Gram’s humongous three-story colonial, a home brimming with folksy knickknacks, antique furnishings, and generations of Monroe family love. Personal nirvana for Rocky.


“I’m digging the gingerbread and pumpkin combination.”


This from Rocky’s cousin Sam McCloud, the only male member of the local baking society. He caught a lot of flack for that, especially from their male relatives, of whom there were many, including Rocky’s two older brothers, Luke and Dev.


“Yeah, but they’re not as creepy-cute as yours, Sam.” Rocky gestured to one of several cupcake platters on the table. Sam had made and rolled out his own colored fondant—orange, green, and white—then, after utilizing “monster” cookie cutters, molded the designs over the top of the cupcakes, using dark-chocolate frosting as his glue. “Jack-o’-lanterns, Frankenstein, and Ghouls. How great is that?”


“Can’t take the credit. My kids inspired me.”


Ben and Mina, eight and five, respectively.


“Still,” Rachel Lacey said, “who makes their own fondant? Not me. I’ve never mastered the technique.”


“I’d be happy to give you some tips,” Sam said. “Maybe some afternoon. . .”


Rocky held her breath as did the other ladies seated around the table. Sam, a widower of two years, had joined the club months ago. He’d claimed he’d wanted to broaden his horizons, to break out of his morbid funk. Maybe that was part of it, but everyone knew he had a crush on Rachel. Well, except for Rachel.


How the young woman could be so oblivious was a mystery to all. Or maybe she simply wasn’t interested and was too polite to say. Rachel, a day-care center’s assistant, was beyond polite. Still . . . Sam was former military, a master furniture maker, a really nice guy, good with children, and he baked! How could Rachel not be attracted? And why was he tiptoeing around his infatuation? Why not just ask her out on a date? But no, every once in a while he threw out these vague offers that Rachel kept sidestepping.


Not that Rocky was any expert in the romance department. Okay. She sucked in matters of love. And all right. Fine. Maybe she sucked at relationships in general. She’d certainly screwed up the perfect friends-with-benefits arrangement she’d shared with Adam Brody, a hunky, sweet-natured guy who freelanced as a recreational sports instructor. But that wasn’t her fault.


She blamed Jayce Bello.


Her first love. Her first lover. A physical and emotional firestorm that had warped Rocky’s perception of love and caused a severe rift between her and Jayce for thirteen years. Thank God he’d gone back to New York, after his recent and disastrous visit to town, so that she could get on with her life. Such as it was.


“That’s sweet, Sam,” Rachel said. “But I wouldn’t dream of imposing on your valuable time.”


Rocky blinked back to the present debacle: Sam’s lame attempts to ease his way into Rachel’s life and her shy reluctance to give him a shot. Rocky wanted to shake them both.


“Oh, for goodness’ sake, Sam,” Gram said. “Just ask her out already. Life’s short!”


The seventy-five-year-old woman’s motto for the past year and a half, the one that caused her to do foolish things like taking Rocky’s snowmobile for a joyride or, most recently, veering off of a bike path and cycling down a hill at full speed. Both incidents had ended in a crash. Gram had yet to recover fully from the latter, still wearing a cast on her broken ankle and leaving her wearing only one trademark metallic sneaker at the moment. Her current motto also caused her to speak her mind when maybe she shouldn’t. Although in this instance, no one, including Rocky, hushed her. Nope. Everyone waited for Sam to get off his duff and take action while Rachel sat wide-eyed, her cheeks burning brighter by the second.


“Oh, the suspense.” Casey Monahan, part of the younger half of the club and as close to a buddy as Rachel allowed, elbowed Sam, who was doing one of his best silent glares at Gram, who just smiled.


Rocky, who was sitting on the other side of her cousin, nudged him with her knee.


Sam shifted his gaze to Rachel, though he at least ditched the death glare, just one of the intimidation skills he’d learned in the Marines. “This is awkward.”


“You want to go out with me?” Rachel’s voice was a disbelieving whisper.


“I was working my way up to asking.”


“Meanwhile,” Gram said, “hell was freezing over.”


The senior CLs snickered.


Casey and Monica rolled their eyes.


Rocky’s frustration shifted to sympathy. For her cousin, who’d lost the love of his life to cancer and hadn’t dated, even casually, since. And for Rachel, who was painfully shy and, when it came to her looks, infuriatingly insecure. So much so she’d refused to participate in a CL photo session a few weeks back. Why did love or even just plain dating have to be so damned complicated?


“Maybe you could go out for drinks?” Monica suggested.


“Why not dinner?” Judy asked.


“You should take her someplace nice,” Ethel said.


“But not too fancy,” Gram said. “Then you feel pressured about how dressed up to get and which fork to use.”


“Yeah.” Rocky slid her cousin a teasing look, hoping to ease the tension. “Wouldn’t want Sam obsessing on that.”


He grunted. “I know which fork to use.”


“Take her to the Sugar Shack,” Casey said, getting in on the action. “Comfortable surroundings, great food.”


Rocky agreed. Plus Luke, who co-owned and ran the place, would give their cousin and his date the star treatment. “Good idea.”


“What are you doing Saturday night?” Helen asked Rachel.


“Nothing. That is—”


“Sam will pick you up at six,” Gram said.


He shot the Monroe matriarch another one of those glares. “What if I had plans?”


Gram pushed her rhinestone-studded glasses up her nose and glared back. “Do you?”


“No, but—”


“I’ll be happy to babysit Ben and Mina,” Casey said with a smile.


“This is whacked.” Sam dragged a hand down his rugged face. Rolling back his broad shoulders, he adopted what was probably supposed to be a charming smile. His seduction skills were rusty at best. “Rachel, would you like to go out to dinner with me on Saturday night?”


Rachel smiled back, sort of. “Okay.”


Not an enthusiastic yes, Rocky thought, but not a rejection. As the president of the club, she used her position to move things along, saving Sam and Rachel from further embarrassment. She hoped. “Now that that’s settled, let’s get back to the Spookytown event. Which cupcake should we focus on as the giveaway for the kids?”


“I vote for Sam’s,” Casey said. “No offense, everyone. All entries were delish, but like Rocky said, Sam’s are just too creepy-cute. Totally appropriate.”


Rocky looked around the table. “All in favor?”


Everyone, including Sam, raised their hands.


“Settled,” Rocky said. “To be on the safe side, we’ll need approximately two hundred cupcakes for the Spooktacular goody giveaways.”


“The pumpkin spice cupcake recipe itself is simple,” Sam said. “As for the fondant. . .”


Gram, Helen, Ethel, and Casey volunteered.


“Great,” Rocky said. “So along with Sam, you four will tackle the monster fondant. Which leaves Monica, Rachel, Judy, and me to bake the cupcakes.”


“What about Tasha and Chloe?” Monica asked.


“Wild cards,” Rocky said while pouring everyone a fresh cup of Sweet Apple Chamomile Tea. “Wherever they want to focus their efforts is great.”


Chloe Madison, the new love of Rocky’s brother Dev, had recently graduated from a New York City culinary arts school. Although she specialized in cooking more than baking, her overall skills were incredible. In fact, she’d recently partnered with Gram to open a quaint café, which was why she wasn’t here yet. Detained on business.


As for Tasha . . . When it came to community and charitable events, Rocky tried to put aside her personal dislike of their former club president. At odds since high school, Rocky and Tasha had a long and ugly association. Complicating matters further, after the botched seduction of Rocky’s oldest brother, Dev, Tasha had set her sights on Randall Burke, a man thirty years her senior, the flipping town mayor. Last year, in a match that had set the town afire with gossip, Tasha had married into the Burkes, the most influential family in Sugar Creek, aside from the Monroes, intensifying her already bossy, arrogant, manipulative, and sometimes downright mean personality.


That said, Tasha made kick-ass cupcakes and had a history with the club that stretched back to her great-grandmother. Big on tradition and holding fast to the hope that maybe someday the thirty-year-old woman would mature into a kinder, gentler being (like her deceased mom and grandma), the club endured Tasha Burke like one endures a perplexing infection while awaiting a miracle cure.


Shaking off thoughts of Tasha-the-Pinhead Burke (as nicknamed by Gram), who was uncharacteristically absent from their weekly Thursday night meeting, Rocky set aside the teapot and reclaimed her seat.


She waited until Sam finished passing around his recipe cards, another tradition, before proposing her next idea. “I was thinking, since we’ll have our own booth at the Spectacular, in addition to the free cupcake treats for the kids, maybe everyone could contribute a dozen or so cupcakes, utilizing the pumpkin theme, which we’ll sell—proceeds earmarked for the day-care center.”


“Great idea,” Sam said.


“Dandy,” said Gram. “Put me down for two dozen of my Pumpkin Walnuts.”


Smiling, Rocky penned a list as everyone chimed in.


Rachel cleared her throat. “Wait. That’s a lovely thought, but Gretchen’s sort of touchy about contributions. She has her own way of doing things and she’s keen on obtaining a grant.”


Gretchen Tate, owner of Sugar Tots and Rachel’s boss.


“Those things take time,” Rocky said kindly, “and from what you’ve told us the center could use some immediate upgrades. We can at least contribute to the playground fund you mentioned.”


“I think Gretchen intends to reach out to local businesses.”


“Smart,” Helen said. “Meanwhile, let us help a little, Rachel, honey. That’s what we do.”


It was what Rocky loved most about Cupcake Lovers—their camaraderie and charitable efforts. Founded in 1942, the social club had gathered weekly to share sweets, tea, and news from their loved ones who’d gone off to fight in WW II. As a way to boost morale and to share a taste of home, the group began shipping cupcakes to soldiers. Over time, the club evolved and, in addition to spreading joy overseas, they also started organizing local charitable events.


“It’s settled then,” Rocky said. “A week to prepare and—”


“Sorry I’m late, Sweet Peeps, but wait until you hear my news!”


Sweet Peeps? Rocky rolled her eyes at the pretentious greeting, then turned and frowned. Decked out in four-inch heels and a formfitting dress that highlighted her curves—some cultivated by a personal trainer, others, like her big, pert breasts, compliments of surgery—Tasha blew into the room, commanding everyone’s attention. As always.


“Did you just walk into my house without knocking?” Gram asked.


“I knew I was expected.” Tucking her sleek, black hair behind her diamond-studded ears, Tasha took a seat at the head of the table. There were two other empty chairs, but oh no, she assumed a seat of authority.


I should have sat there, Rocky thought. If for no other reason than to rob Tasha of the opportunity. “We were discussing our efforts for next week’s Spookytown Spectacular,” Rocky said, vying for control.


“I vote for whatever everyone else voted for,” Tasha said with an I-couldn’t-care-less smile. “Now for my news! Brett called. The collective powers-that-be at Highlife Publishing loved our proposal for Cupcake Lovers’ Delectable Delights—Making a Difference One Cupcake at a Time.” She squealed and applauded. “We’re going to contract, Sweet Peeps!”


Rocky bristled. If she calls us that one more time . . . 


“Incredible,” Judy said.


“Unbelievable.”


“Seriously?”


“Wow.”


Similar sentiments followed, including Sam’s, “Freaking A.”


Rocky remained skeptical. A brainchild of Tasha’s, this project reeked of disaster. That it was actually one step closer to realization only amped Rocky’s misgivings.


Three weeks ago, at the urging of Tasha, who at the time had been their leader, the club had submitted a proposal for the recipe book—enhanced by photos, the history of the club, and heartwarming accounts—to Highlife, a New York publisher specializing in nonfiction. The entire process had been a hassle, complicated by Tasha’s controlling nature and rabid quest for fame that had resulted in the members demanding she relinquish her role as president. Rocky, who’d been appointed as the new president, had secretly hoped the self-absorbed witch would quit the group entirely.


Ha.


If Rocky were paranoid, she’d think the woman had retained her membership solely to make Rocky’s life hell. Not that her life had been a picnic lately even without Tasha’s influence, but that wasn’t the point. Clearly the main reason the narcissistic woman had swallowed her pride was because she was banking on this publishing deal. Apparently, marrying the town mayor (who was stinking rich and influential) hadn’t quenched Tasha’s thirst for power and glory. Not that there was much glory to be had in their small town.


Sugar Creek, Vermont. Population 1,355. A quaint tourist destination for Flatlanders visiting the Green Mountain State in search of stunning scenery, relaxation, or assorted outdoor recreation. Home of Cupcake Lovers, an association with a long and notable history that, in addition to their delicious recipes and the current popularity of cupcakes, had apparently landed the club a book deal.


“I don’t know why you’re all so stunned,” Tasha said with a haughty tilt of her chin. “I told you we’d get an offer. Brett called me this afternoon with the good news.”


Brett Pearson, the senior editor she’d been wooing on behalf of the club even though she was no longer president. They’d all agreed Tasha should remain the liaison in this instance, mostly because she’d established contact. Partly because no one else wanted the job. Especially Rocky, who was up to her eyeballs in renovations with the Red Clover.


Gram frowned. “You’ve been sitting on this news all day?”


“Don’t get your granny panties in a twist, Daisy. I wanted to tell all of you in person and we were meeting tonight anyway. What’s a few hours?”


“Don’t get your reconstructed nose out of joint,” Gram fired back. “I’m just saying this is exciting stuff.”


The front door opened and shut, followed by rushed footsteps. “I apologize for being so late, everyone. It took longer than anticipated for Devlin, Luke, and me to hang the signage and shelves that just came in. You’re going to love it, Daisy! Looks even better than it did in the online catalogue!”


Rocky grinned at Chloe, who’d blown into the room and sucked the wind right out of Tasha’s sails. The petite woman with an adventurous spirit that matched Gram’s had originally moved into town and this house to work as Gram’s companion, specifically as a chauffeur and cook. Chloe still did those things, temporarily, but she was now also Gram’s business partner. Rocky had known Chloe less than two months but already loved her. She also loved that Dev, her overprotective, sometimes-pain-in-ass brother, loved Chloe. The icing on the cake? Tasha hated the highly motivated and cute-as-hell culinary whiz kid. Partly because Chloe had landed Dev. Mostly because, after living in New York City for fourteen years, Chloe trumped Tasha big-time in life experience and accomplishments.


Long chestnut hair pulled back in her signature sloppy ponytail, Chloe peeled off her vintage leather jacket and trendy scarf and plopped into a chair next to Judy. “What did I miss?”


The older woman leaned into her and winked. “Sam asked Rachel out on a date.”


“We got a book deal,” Monica said.


“Um . . . wow. On both counts.”


“I’m flying to Manhattan tomorrow to seal the deal,” Tasha said, grappling for the limelight.


Which earned a universal, “What?”


“We agreed that if this happened,” Sam said, “Dev would be our business advisor. He needs to look over those contracts, Tasha.”


“You can’t just sign an agreement without us knowing specifics,” Monica said. “We’re all involved.”


“Settle down, Sweet Peeps. I wasn’t going to sign anything.”


Chloe blinked. “Did she just call us Sweet Peeps?”


“You really need to drop that, Tasha,” Rocky said.


“Why? It’s catchy. If I’m going to promote us on Facebook and Twitter, we need a catchy name.”


“We have a catchy name,” Helen said. “Cupcake Lovers.”


Sam shot Tasha one of his death stares. “Don’t ever call me Sweet Peep in public, and that includes online.”


Tasha huffed. “Whatever. Back to my trip to Manhattan. In one of our conversations Brett had expressed interest in sampling our cupcakes firsthand. He also thought it would be helpful if the publicity department could speak with me in person, to get in touch with the human side of the club.”


Gram opened her mouth, only Chloe spoke first. “Maybe Rocky should go with you.”


“What?” Rocky blurted.


“Why?” Tasha snapped.


“She is the acting president of Cupcake Lovers, plus she could add some interesting insight.”


“Plus, she’s human,” Gram said.


“I agree,” Sam said. “Rocky should be involved in those meetings. As for the cupcake samples—”


“I spent all afternoon whipping up a batch of my Death By Maple cupcakes,” Tasha said. “Consider Brett and his team smitten at first bite.”


“No denying that recipe is to-die-for,” Monica said, “but a variety might be nice.” She gestured to the platters on the table. “Plenty of fresh cupcakes here and a broader representation of the club’s talents.”


“I’ll wrap you up a nice care package,” Ethel said.


“It’s a plan,” Sam said. “Rocky will join Tasha in New York and together they’ll present a sampling of our cupcakes to Highlife. All in favor?”


Everyone, with the exception of Rocky and Tasha, raised their hands.


“Settled,” Gram said. “You’ll both go.”


Rocky could think of a dozen reasons why she shouldn’t go. A dozen and one. But as acting president and a longtime member and, even more so, as everyone’s friend, she couldn’t allow Tasha to represent them unchecked. God knew what she’d say or do while grabbing for the brass ring.


Rocky looked at the woman who, three weeks ago during a down and dirty bar brawl, had tried to shove an olive up Rocky’s nose. “Why tomorrow, Tasha? Why so soon?”


“Because they had an unexpected opening in their publication schedule and, given the current red-hot popularity of cupcakes, they’re putting our recipe book on the fast track.”


“How fast?” Rachel asked.


“I’ll find out,” Tasha said, then smirked at Rocky. “I booked a private charter.”


But of course she did. Tasha, or rather her husband, was loaded.


“Be at the airfield by seven o’clock a.m. As for hotels, I’ll be staying at the Waldorf Astoria.” She smiled. “Might be a little pricy for you.”


“I have some contacts,” Chloe butted in. “Don’t worry, Rocky, I’ll hook you up with something affordable. I’d come with, but the grand opening of Moose-a-lotta is on Saturday.”


Tasha snorted. “Charming name.”


“We thought so,” Gram said. “It’s a themed café,” she told everyone. “Wait until you see!”


“Can’t wait,” Rocky said.


Tasha raised a professionally shaped brow. “Did I mention I’m not flying back until Sunday?”


Meaning Rocky would miss the opening of Moose-a-lotta. “What publisher does business on Saturday?”


“Our publisher.”


“Don’t worry about it, sweet pea,” Gram said. “Better you’re in the big city looking after our best interests. If you run into any hassles, you can always call Jayce.”


Rocky’s chest ached at the mention of the man who’d stolen and crushed her heart more than a decade before—not that Daisy knew. That walking Adonis of supercharged testosterone was the number one reason she did not want to go to Manhattan. Jayce lived a stone’s throw away in Brooklyn. Too close for Rocky’s comfort. After years of tense avoidance, they’d shared a week of volatile arguments. Every confrontation sizzled with sexual awareness. Heady stuff. Irritating, too, since Rocky wasn’t in the habit of sleeping with men she despised. When they’d parted three weeks ago, Jayce had melted her brain cells with a scorching kiss. Good-bye, he’d said. For now.


Since then those words had haunted Rocky. They had sounded like a threat. Or maybe a promise. It scared the hell out of Rocky. She did not under any circumstances want to see Jayce again. Her freaking vulnerable and mangled heart couldn’t take it.


“Rocky’s a scrapper,” Helen said. “She won’t run into any hassles.”


“But if she does,” Gram said, “she can count on Jayce. Always been fond of that boy. He’s like a third big brother to my Rocky.”


Rocky traded a look with Chloe and Monica, who knew her deepest, darkest secret.


Big brother, my ass.


That tore it. Her trip to the city would just have to be 100 percent hassle free. In the words of Gram: hassle, schmassle. In order for Rocky to call on Jayce Bello, it would have to be one flipping huge catastrophe.


She couldn’t imagine.




CHAPTER TWO


Even though Chloe and Monica had offered to take Rocky out for a drink, she’d opted to drive straight home. She knew they wanted to give her the opportunity to talk about Jayce, something she hadn’t done since she’d blurted her secret and barfed up her bitter heart for the two of them to see.


As someone who typically kept her personal life, most especially her romantic liaisons, private, Rocky was embarrassed she’d shared so much. A mistake she’d vowed not to repeat. Thus, all her two friends knew was that she’d broken off with Adam Brody and tried making peace with Jayce. The latter hadn’t gone according to plan. At all.


For the last three weeks Rocky had worked hard to push that torrid kiss and the feelings Jayce had rekindled from her mind. She wanted to move on with her life. Past her ancient grudge. If she let go of the resentment, maybe she could let go of the infatuation. Warped puppy love magnified a zillion percent. Maybe with a clean slate she could have a second chance with Adam or a new shot at a relationship with someone equally wonderful and safe. Instead, she still craved cocky and dangerous.


It had been so much easier to smother that attraction when Jayce had been hundreds of miles away. The few times he’d visited Sugar Creek over the years, she’d kept her distance. Until this last time. This last time he’d rented a room at her inn and ransacked her life.


Okay. It wasn’t Jayce’s fault that her B and B needed major repairs. He wasn’t to blame for her appliances going on the blink or her Jeep’s engine crashing. He had nothing to do with her flagging business or dismal bank account. But he had pushed her over the emotional edge.


Now Jayce was gone and Rocky was regaining focus. She’d even sucked it up and asked Dev for a little—okay a lot of—financial advice and support. But she was going to pay it back. And she was going to hang on to her dream—the Red Clover.


As she neared her countryside Victorian home, the one she’d lovingly converted into a bed-and-breakfast, the one she’d decorated with antiques and filled with eclectic knickknacks in a fashion that mirrored Gram’s home, Rocky’s heart swelled. It wasn’t the swankiest B and B in the county, not even close, but it sat on three acres of gorgeous land with Thrush Mountain as a backdrop and it had a history. Rocky was all about history and tradition. As for the Red Clover, with her brother’s help—and it had cost her pride dearly to ask—the B and B would at last prosper. Or at least stay afloat.


Rocky parked her Jeep, now running like a charm thanks to Monica’s husband, Leo, and hustled inside the house. She tossed her keys in the vintage stoneware pottery bowl sitting on the circa-1880 mahogany parlor table—just two of the cherished bargains she’d picked up during one of her antique-hunting sprees. The familiar chink was muffled by thick plastic. Everything in most of the downstairs rooms was draped with plastic and tarp. Aside from the house’s needing a new roof, the front and back porch had started to list and warp. There were cracks in the ceiling and several other interior flaws. She hadn’t realized how many until the consulting contractors had talked her and Dev through their findings and recommendations. She’d been living in chaos for two weeks now, feeling out of sorts and restless. Bored.


“Maybe a couple of days away will do me good.”


Readjusting her attitude, Rocky beelined to the kitchen and stored the cupcake care package in the fridge. Then she sailed upstairs and dragged her rolling duffel bag out of her bedroom closet. She suddenly regretted not asking Chloe’s advice on what to pack for a weekend in New York City. Tasha had made a crack about Rocky’s wardrobe, which mostly consisted of jeans, layered T-shirts, and sneakers.


I don’t suppose you have a dress and heels in your closet. Something professional or at least semi-stylish?


A bit of a tomboy and comfortable in her skin, Rocky had never cared or worried about style.


Until now.


She was frowning down at her collection of sneakers, clogs, and boots when her phone rang. “Yo,” she answered.


“Are you insane?”


“Hello to you, too, Dev.” Android wedged between her ear and shoulder, Rocky rifled through her clothes in search of a dress. “Wondered how long it would take you to call.”


“Chloe just told me. I’m floored she suggested you go with Tasha and that Gram, of all people, agreed.”


“You’re just worried because I’ve never been to the Big Apple.”


“You’ve never been to any big city. Not alone.”


“I won’t be alone. I’ll be with Tasha.”


“Like I’m supposed to trust her? I’m surprised you do.”


“I don’t, but I’m a big girl, oh worrywart brother. Almost thirty. I can take care of myself.”


“What if you get lost?”


“I’ll ask for directions.”


“What if you get mugged?”


“I’ll chase the guy down.”


“Christ.”


Rocky rolled her eyes—at her brother and at the modest black dress she’d worn to at least three family funerals. “Kidding. I’m not stupid, Dev. If some idiot has the nerve to snatch my purse, I’ll call the police. Not that that’s going to happen. What are the chances? I’ll be there for two days. Chloe lived in Manhattan for years and she never got mugged.”


“She was lucky. And city savvy. Maybe I should come with you.”


“You’re joking, right? Do you really want to spend the weekend away with Tasha? She’ll be all over you.”


“I can handle Tasha.”


Rocky snorted. “That would make her day.”


“Rocky—”


“Forget it. You’re not coming.” She gave up on the dress hunt and moved to her pine bureau—a sturdy yet romantic piece handmade and painted by Sam. “Besides, what are you thinking? The grand opening of Moose-a-lotta is on Saturday. Day after tomorrow. Hello? Gram and Chloe’s big day?”


He blew out a breath. “You’re right. I can’t go.” It had to be killing him, being the overprotective control freak Dev was. “I’ll enlist Luke.”


Rocky gritted her teeth while rolling underpants and bras into a side pocket of her duffel. No doubt she was overpacking, but even though she’d never admit it, she was nervous about this trip. “Luke has a business to run,” she said, tossing in two pairs of jeans and assorted T-shirts—go with what you know . . . or have. Hell, she could always buy a dress in New York. “The weekend is the busiest time for the Sugar Shack. You should know since you do the accounting.”


Though her brothers co-owned the popular bar and restaurant, Luke handled the day-to-day management as well as acting as host and bartender while Dev operated behind the scenes, handling the books, payroll, banking, et cetera. Luke had never been a numbers guy, whereas Dev, who also ran the family’s department store, had a master’s degree in business and finance.


“Oh, and whatever you do,” she added, cheeks burning, “don’t call Jayce.”


“This mysterious rift between you two is a pain in my ass, Rocky. You’re my baby sister and Jayce is my oldest, most trusted friend. I’d feel better about you frolicking around Manhattan if—”


“I won’t be frolicking and I don’t need a babysitter.”


“Do you at least have his number programmed in your phone? In case something happens?”


“Nothing will—”


“Yes or no, dammit.”


“Yes.” Not that she’d use it. “Is Chloe there?” she asked, desperate to steer the conversation away from Jayce.


“Sitting at the other end of the sofa, casting me annoyed looks in between surfing the Net on her laptop. She thinks I’m nagging you.”


“You are nagging me. Ask her if she contacted her friend about a hotel room. She said—”


“Done. You’ll be staying at the Hotel Chandler. Grab a pen. I’ll give you the address. Never mind. Chloe said she’ll e-mail it to you, along with her friend’s name.”


“Great. I’ll print out the information later. Is it within walking distance of anywhere neat?”


“There are lots of neat places in Manhattan,” he said with a smile in his voice. “Hold on. What, honey?” he said off to the side, then into the phone, “Chloe said the hotel’s two blocks from the Empire State Building and three blocks from Macy’s.”


Rocky grinned, more excited now than nervous. “Cool. I mean I may as well do some sightseeing while I’m there, right?”


“Chloe said don’t look like a tourist.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“‘Don’t gawk. Be aware of your surroundings.’”


Rocky rolled her eyes and gave a two-fingered salute. “Got it.”


“Call me when you take off and call me when you land. And when you get to the hotel. How are you getting from the airport into the city?”


“Tasha hired a car.”


“Good. About this meeting, hon—”


“I know. ‘Don’t sign anything.’ Listen, Dev. It’s late and I need to finish packing. Plane leaves at the crack of dawn.”


“Want me to pick you up and drop you off?”


“Starlight Field? Fifteen-minute drive? I think I can manage.”


“Right.”


She smiled. “Back in three days. You’ll barely know I’m gone. Love you, big brother.”


“Love you, too, Sis. Sleep tight.”


Rocky disconnected and tossed her phone on the bed, an image of Jayce kissing the holy hell out of her smoking through her mind. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t sleep at all.


Rocky woke with a start, squinted at the blurry red numbers on her bedside digital clock.


5:45


No freaking way!


She thought she’d set the alarm for 5:00 a.m. She’d been tired and must’ve screwed up, setting it for p.m. instead. Thank God she’d woken up on her own, albeit forty-five minutes late, not that she’d ever fallen into a deep sleep. Bleary-eyed, Rocky showered and dressed, bemoaning the fact that this early flight messed with her morning routine. She typically kick-started her day with a few swigs of orange juice and a run along Pikeman’s Trail, weather permitting. This morning all she got was the juice.


At six thirty Rocky set the cupcake care package on the passenger seat, tossed her rolling duffel into the back of her Jeep, and set off for Starlight Field—a private airport for private aircraft and home of the Sugar Creek Hot-Air Balloon Company. Although she’d never had reason to fly out of Starlight, she often provided directions to B-and-B guests who’d booked a balloon ride. Also, her cousin Nash Bentley, a licensed charter pilot, operated out of Starlight. Too bad Tasha hadn’t booked him. An ally on the flight would’ve been nice.


Glancing in her rearview mirror, Rocky took a final peek at her beloved home. Last night after printing out the information Chloe had sent, Rocky had e-mailed Luke. Normally she would have called, since Luke wasn’t big on e-mails or texts, but she didn’t want to risk rehashing the discussion she’d had with Dev. Instead, she’d typed a succinct note informing Luke of her weekend plans and asking if he could check on the Red Clover while she was gone. Just to make sure the workers didn’t want for anything. No doubt Dev would check up, too, although he might get distracted and waylaid by the opening of Moose-a-lotta. She hated that she was going to miss Gram and Chloe’s big day, but it would be worth it if she could prevent Tasha from misrepresenting the club in any way. Rocky honestly had no idea what she was in for. She knew nothing about the publishing business, but she did know cupcakes and the mission, history, and heart of Cupcake Lovers. It would have to be enough.


Even though it was brisk outside, Rocky rolled down the window, breathing in the fresh, crisp air tinged with the scent of wood smoke. She knew without ever being there that New York City wouldn’t smell this good. The sun had yet to rise, so she couldn’t drink in the beauty of the lush green valley or the rolling mountains bursting with last remnants of vivid autumn foliage. Still the images burned bright in her heart and mind. Connecting with nature had always been a source of inspiration and serenity, part of the reason Rocky enjoyed her morning runs.


Her sense of calm scattered to the brisk October winds the moment she arrived at Starlight and spied a small plane with blinking lights on its wings sitting on the tarmac. She wasn’t afraid of flying. She didn’t have enough experience to be scared. She’d only been up in the air once in her twenty-nine years. That had been a long time ago, a family vacation to Disney World when she was seven. As for other family vacations, they’d always opted for driving. Personally, Rocky loved to drive. She liked being in control. Yeah. She liked that a lot.


She glanced at her cell. Six forty-five. Fifteen minutes from now she’d be giving up control for the next forty-eight hours. Daunting, yet stimulating. So this was the rush Gram got out of taking risks and facing the unknown.


Braced for whatever crap Tasha slung her way, Rocky locked the Jeep and rolled her burgeoning duffel toward the hangar where she was told to proceed to the DriftAir private jet—the sleek plane with the blinking lights. Crossing the tarmac, Rocky told herself not to obsess on how small the plane was. Surely the lighter the plane, the easier to stay aloft.


A middle-aged, stiff-postured, suit-wearing man took her bag and helped her aboard. Although the interior was confined, it was certainly luxurious. Plush leather and polished wood. Soft gathered drapes shielding the windows instead of those hard plastic shades.


Tasha was already seated in a roomy leather club chair, looking as stylish as her surroundings. She frowned at Rocky’s casual attire. “That’s the best you could do?”


“Don’t worry,” Rocky said, setting aside the care package and dropping into a seat. “I’ll dress up for the meeting.”


Tasha, who was sipping a glass of champagne, smirked. “To be honest, I was hoping you’d bail and let me handle this. But of course you showed. You’re just dying to pee in my Cheerios.”


Rocky ignored the dig and buckled in. Yes, she was coming along to preserve the integrity of the club. If that somehow ruined Tasha’s agenda, so be it.


Pulling the latest Martha Stewart Living magazine from her messenger bag, Rocky settled in for the ride, praying she wouldn’t get airsick. Just one more thing for Tasha to rib her about. They settled into a tense silence, but Rocky’s mind screamed with excitement. In less than two hours she’d be in the freaking Big Apple. She had a short must-see/must-do list of her own and an additional list from Gram, who’d delighted in the thought of living vicariously through her granddaughter. Rocky hated the thought of Tasha potentially raining on their parade.


Digging deep for diplomacy, Rocky smiled. “I know this is difficult given our strained history, but for this weekend at least, could we set aside our differences? For the club? For the book deal?” she added, hoping to strike a mutual chord.


Tasha-the-Pinhead Burke rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”




CHAPTER THREE


Brooklyn, New York


Jayce Bello stood on the steps of the prewar limestone town house and watched as the moving van drove off with the contents of the one bedroom co-op he’d lived in for the last nine years. He’d spent the past three weeks working up to this decision. No turning back now.


Hands stuffed deep into the pockets of his cargo pants, he tilted back his head, closed his eyes, and absorbed the scents and sounds of President Street and beyond. Park Slope, a fairly upscale neighborhood in Brooklyn, was ripe with historic buildings, top-notch restaurants, bars, and shopping. It was also close to the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, the Brooklyn Museum, and Prospect Park—three of his favorite haunts. Various images and memories slid through his mind, some pleasant, some gritty, all vivid.


He was going to miss this place.


And he wasn’t.


Jayce opened his eyes just as a desperate driver tried wedging an SUV into a parking space that would barely accommodate a compact car. Made Jayce think about all the times he’d driven around the block trying to cop a space. There was a reason residents jokingly referred to this area as “No Park Slope.” He definitely wouldn’t miss the lack of on-street parking. Lately, he’d been craving wide-open spaces, along with a few other things.


Tend to your soul, his friend and former neighbor, Mrs. Watson, had said more than once. It had, in fact, been the last thing she’d said to him—her final words. Jayce wondered if he’d ever adjust to the loss of their unique friendship. Since moving to New York, he had elected to keep new acquaintances at arm’s length. He didn’t trust easily, and he’d always been intensely private. Most people respected his boundaries. Mrs. Watson, rest her soul, hadn’t been most people. She’d been as close as he’d had to a confidante in this city, and now she was gone.


Not yet ready to face the bare walls of his co-op and therefore the enormity of this move because, Christ, it was daunting, Jayce sat on the stone steps of the historic building and made the call he’d been putting off until his plan was in motion. He didn’t think twice about calling his oldest friend at 7:00 a.m. Dev had been getting up at the ass crack of dawn since they were teenagers. “Hey, man. Free to talk?”


“You called me.”


“I know.”


“No. You called me. Not the other way around. Just want to be clear on that.”


Amused, Jayce dragged a hand though his longish hair. “What are you smokin’, dude?”


“Need that distinction in case Rocky tries to tear me a new one.”


“Lost here.”


“She told me not to call you. I didn’t. You called me.”


“We’ve established that. So what did I just give you the freedom to tell me?”


“Rocky’s en route to JFK.”


A major airport within minutes of Jayce. His heart slammed against his chest like a steroid-shooting linebacker. Jesus. “Why?” The thought of her coming to her senses after thirteen years and coming after him made him rock hard and slightly light-headed.


“Cupcake Lovers got a book deal and she’s flying in with Tasha to meet with the publisher.”


Jayce blinked, the words almost Greek to him because, hell, that wasn’t what he’d expected to hear. He took a second to respond. Or maybe it was five.


“You there?”


“Yeah. I just . . . What the hell are you talking about?” Jayce breathed the crisp air, trying to snap out of his disappointment as Dev explained.


“She’s staying at the Hotel Chandler until Sunday. Could you just . . . be available in case she needs you?”


So much for starting his road trip within the hour. “Sure.” He didn’t feel any more comfortable about Rocky being alone in the city than Dev did. Yes, she was tough and smart, but not big-city smart. She didn’t know this town. Jayce did. Rocky was Hollywood gorgeous. She typically wore her long blond curls in two braids. Easier that way, she’d once said, but the tomboyish style just looked plain sexy to Jayce. As did her sultry blue eyes, high cheekbones, lush lips, milky-white complexion, and the generous curves that would make a dead man drool. The thought of Rocky Monroe walking the streets of Manhattan, unaccompanied, chilled his bones. Stunning young woman. Unsuspecting innocent. She didn’t have a clue. He did.


“I’m not asking you to tail her—”


“On it.”


“Thanks.”


“Sure.”


“So why did you call?”


Jayce rolled back tense shoulders. “I’m moving home.”


Now it was Dev’s turn to pause. “To Sugar Creek?”


“Remember when I said I couldn’t decide whether to lease out my parents’ house again or to sell?”


“Yeah.”


“I’m not doing either. I’m moving in.”


“Really. Huh.” Another awkward pause. “I mean . . . I’m thrilled you’re coming home. It’s just. . .” Dev lowered his voice. “You’re not exactly fond of that house.”


“Something I’d like to come to terms with.”


“Well, hell, Jayce, that’s great. That’s . . . It’s about time.”


The heartfelt sentiment, in addition to Mrs. Watson’s gentle nagging, reinforced Jayce’s decision to slay his demons in a bid for peace of mind and a slice of heaven. Jayce’s personal paradise included a certain blond hellion, three or four kids, and a couple of dogs. Maybe a cat. The amount of kids and animals was negotiable. The woman was not. He was also keen on surrounding himself with the most caring brood he’d ever known—the Monroes.


Jayce had grown up with Dev, best friends since grade school. Dev’s mom and dad had been a guiding force in Jayce’s life. Daisy Monroe had treated Jayce like any one of her many grandchildren. Luke had been like a sometimes annoying, always entertaining younger brother, and Rocky . . . Yeah, well, that’s where things got complicated. “Do me a favor,” Jayce said. “Don’t spread the news just yet. Let me ease into it.”


“Not to dissuade you, but there’s not a big market for private detectives in Sugar Creek.”


“Got that covered. I’ll explain later.”


“When should I expect you? Please tell me not until after Sunday.”


Jayce thought about Rocky, naïve and vulnerable, had-him-by-the-balls Rocky. “Not until after Sunday.”


Rocky was damn proud she didn’t hurl when the plane hit turbulence. She even kept her cool during the harried transfer from charter jet to private limo. John F. Kennedy International Airport was a frenzied center for hordes of travelers, many of whom were short on patience and manners. Holding her tongue around so much obnoxious behavior was nothing short of a miracle. Or maybe she was too floored to comment.


Mostly she was impressed with herself when she didn’t climb over the seat of the hired limo to commandeer the wheel because, damn, the chauffeur Tasha had enlisted to drive them from the airport to Manhattan was insane. To be fair, he wasn’t in the minority. So many cars, so much congested traffic. So many morons who ignored the speed limit and didn’t signal when changing lanes. Which might have been endurable if Rocky was in control. But she wasn’t.


She’d been so distracted by the white-knuckled ride she’d been unable to enjoy the thrill of seeing the Manhattan skyline for the first time. Tasha seemed oblivious to their perilous journey. Then again she was, yet again, sipping champagne. Rocky might’ve joined her if she wasn’t allergic to sulfites.


Then they were in Manhattan and surrounded by blocks and blocks of skyscrapers, endless jaywalking pedestrians, mind-boggling traffic, and taxi drivers with a death wish. By the time the chauffeur dropped her at her hotel, Rocky was so overwhelmed, she couldn’t think straight. She numbly thanked the driver and told Tasha she’d meet her at the publisher’s address at the appointed time of 2:00 p.m. and, yes, she’d be wearing a flipping dress. If she weren’t so in awe of the Big Apple chaos she might’ve curled into an overly tired ball of stress until one thirty. Instead, she checked into her room, a small but really nice room, then, after calling Dev for the third time this morning, set off to do some shopping.


Even though it was probably a really touristy thing to do, Rocky had her heart set on buying something at Macy’s. When she was growing up, one of her favorite movies had been the old black-and-white version of Miracle on 34th Street. Yes, it resonated simply because it was a Christmas movie and Rocky loved Christmas, but it also represented the power of childhood dreams. Of wishing for and wanting something so badly that, via magic or faith or whatever, that dream came true.


Rocky had set her sights on the Red Clover when she was ten. Her daddy had encouraged that dream by co-signing on the initial loan, and Dev was helping to keep that dream alive.


Another reason Rocky was so intent on seeing Macy’s was because of her own ties with a department store. J. T. Monroe’s Department Store—family owned and operated for six generations. In her lifetime, her Grandpa Jessup had run the store and, after him, her dad, Jerome (Jerry to a select few) Monroe. Her dad had surprised everyone by retiring to Florida this past year, and now Dev ran the place, although their dad still had a voice, a big, freaking, insistent voice, in the overall operations, which drove Dev, a mega control freak, nuts. J.T.’s was small potatoes compared to bigger chain stores, but it had heart. Rocky wanted to know if Macy’s had heart.


After acquiring walking directions from the concierge, Rocky made it from the Hotel Chandler to the famous department store—hassle free. After losing herself on multiple floors and trying on several dresses, she left Macy’s after two hours with her booty—hassle free. Shopping bags looped over one arm, she dipped into the pocket of her over-the-shoulder messenger bag and snagged her Android. She wanted to take a picture of the storefront to text to Dev. He was planning to renovate J.T.’s, and she thought he might be inspired by some of the imaginative window displays. As someone with an intense love of decorating, she was duly impressed.


Phone camera in hand, Rocky pushed through the revolving door and was assaulted by a barrage of chaotic noise, pungent scents and odors, and crowds of hustling, bustling people. Disorienting and exciting at the same time. Shaking her head, she jockeyed for a prime position, aimed her camera, and—BAM!


“Sorry,” a man mumbled.


Unlike at JFK, at least this person had apologized for knocking into her, but then Rocky looked down and noticed her messenger bag was gone. What the . . . 


She looked up and saw a man rushing away through the crowd, caught a glimpse of her bag peeking out from under his flapping coat. “Stop! Thief!” Outraged, she took chase. The gall! The nerve! The freaking horror! Her financial life was in that bag. Wallet, cash, credit cards, ID. She spotted the mugger’s sorry ass darting across the street.


Incensed, Rocky darted, too. Unfortunately, she didn’t look both ways first.


Jayce was nearing the Flatiron District when he got the call. He recognized the number and swore. Rocky wouldn’t call to shoot the shit. Something was wrong.


“Jayce?”


“What’s up, Dash?”


“I hate it when you call me that.”


“Not always.”


“Just since.”


She sounded shaky. Christ. “What’s up?”


Silence, then an aggrieved sigh. “I need your help.”


Given the bad terms they’d been on for years, and especially since the additional falling-out last month, he’d never expected to hear those words. Oh yeah. This was bad. “Where are you?”


“NYU Medical Center.”


Christ. “Narrow it down, Rocky.”


“I think the paramedics called it Tisch. Tisch Hospital?”


“Got it.” His pulse raced as he veered toward the East Side.


“Aren’t you going to ask what I’m doing in New York City?”


“More interested in why you’re at Tisch.”


“I was sort of hit by a car.”


“Sort of?” Jayce muscled his Volvo through a gridlocked intersection.


“It was more of a tap. Rolled right over the hood. It’s nothing but—”


“I’ll be there in ten, fifteen minutes, depending on traffic.”


“You’re that close?”


“In the area on business.” Which wasn’t wholly a lie. Running a red light, Jayce swerved and dodged traffic, crossing over Third Avenue. “Are you in the emergency room?”


“Yeah. I have to say, it’s a little scary here.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “The guy on the other side of the partition? I think he was stabbed.”


“Are you with a nurse? A doctor?” Tasha?


“Doctor just came in. I have to go.”


“Almost there, Dash.”


“Jayce?”


“Yeah, babe.”


“Whatever you do, don’t call Dev.”


In spite of his dark mood, Jayce smiled.


Jayce was the last person Rocky wanted to call. But she’d first called, then texted Tasha, only to get the response: Do u know what I paid to get an appt w/this hair designer?


Tasha wouldn’t be coming.


Rocky couldn’t, wouldn’t, call Dev. He’d anticipated trouble. He’d even freaking predicted the purse snatching! If she called, he’d panic and demand she return home. Now. As the acting president of Cupcake Lovers, as someone with a personal, heartfelt interest in the members, Rocky needed to be at that publisher’s meeting. So she’d called Jayce and now he was on his way. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was relieved.


Rocky had been living on her own, in a remote area no less, for years. She was an avid sports enthusiast—snow skiing, snowmobiling, hiking, biking, and boating. One of the reasons she’d gotten along so well with Adam. There wasn’t much that intimidated or scared Rocky, but having her purse snatched and being hit by a car in the space of two minutes was rough. The scene after had been almost worse. Everyone hovering, telling her not to move, curiosity seekers, well-meaning passersby, the poor guilt-ridden driver whose hood she’d rolled over, the paramedics, the police. Tasha would’ve loved being the center of attention. Rocky had not.
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