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“A glamorous romp that is heartfelt, steamy, and romantic… For fans of the movie Clueless and retellings of classics.”

—Library Journal

“The best romantic comedy I’ve ever read.”

—Lauren Layne, New York Times bestselling author of Made in Manhattan

“A compulsive page-turner with excellent slow-burn tension. An instant favorite!”

—Sarah Hogle, author of You Deserve Each Other

“The authors bring plenty of wit to this classic friends-to-lovers tale.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Delightfully modern and compulsively readable, this made my Clueless-loving heart sing—a knockout debut!”

—Angie Hockman, author of Shipped

“A delightful debut… sweeter than candy.”

—Marilyn Simon Rothstein, author of Husbands and Other Sharp Objects

“A great summer beach read… From its Lilly Pulitzer–colored cover to its Blair Waldorf–type protagonist, this book should be purchased immediately because it’s going to ride off shelves like a vintage Jaguar with the top down.”

—Bookreporter

“Austenites and rom-com fans rejoice: Emma of 83rd Street is witty, wonderful, and the best retelling of Emma since Clueless. I loved every minute of it.”

—Sarvenaz Tash, coauthor of Ghosting: A Love Story

“[A] fresh, utterly charming, feel-good retelling of an enduring classic. Whip-smart, pitch-perfect, and newly minted.”

—Julie Valerie, author of Holly Banks Full of Angst

“Bellezza and Harding balance introspection with a healthy dose of New York glitz… as with all Austen adaptations, the joy—and there’s plenty of it—is definitely in the journey.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Warm, sweet, and funny, Emma of 83rd Street is a fun take on a comforting classic and a fresh reminder of all the reasons we love romance.”

—Genevieve Novak, author of Crushing

“[A] witty and romantic debut novel.”

—The Nerd Daily

“A frothy city romp based on one of Austen’s most delightfully fun stories. I couldn’t have enjoyed this slice of NYC fantasy more.”

—Ali Rosen, author of Recipe for Second Chances

“A delicious wonder of a book… Bellezza and Harding effortlessly make this contemporary retelling of the classic Austen novel into a delightful romance filled with characters and a love story you’ll definitely want to revisit.”

—Sheaf & Ink
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To our fellow Austenites.

Thank you for loving love (and Jane) as much as we do.






MODERN EAST HAMPTON OCEANFRONT ESTATE

**Available for Sale and/or Summer Lease**

Just 100 miles east of downtown Manhattan, nestled behind a private gated entrance on one of the most desirable lanes in the Hamptons, this impeccably constructed 6,000 sq. ft. home is perfect for both escape and relaxation. The modern 5-bedroom beachfront estate sits on 2.5 acres+/- and features a heated pool, steam sauna, chef’s kitchen, detached three-car garage, and imported Italian porcelain bathrooms throughout. The open-flow design concept—which comes fully furnished and includes a bespoke grand piano—boasts floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the ocean, creating bright and airy spaces that seamlessly connect the interior to the natural beauty outside. A private path through the native grasses allows easy access to the beach. It’s also ideal for entertaining, thanks to an expansive verandah off the kitchen and bucolic grounds with well-articulated landscaping. In addition, you’ll be mere steps away from all the world-class shops, galleries, and restaurants that East Hampton Village has to offer.

Please contact Carrington Realty to schedule a private viewing today.
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The Atlantic Ocean hated her. It was the only feasible explanation.

Elizabeth Bennet stared out at the horizon, her surfboard bobbing lazily between her legs. The sunrise painted the clouds in grays and yellows and pinks, colors reflected in the endless expanse of water ahead. It would have been a perfect morning, really, except for one problem: the water was absolutely flat.

Lizzy squeezed her eyes shut and lifted her face to the sky, silently praying to whoever might be listening: Come on. All I want is one wave. Just one, and I promise to go the rest of the summer without rolling my eyes at anybody. Please?

A moment, then she peeked out at the water around her. Still flat as a pancake.

Well, that settled it. Mother Nature was a sadist.

It was no secret that the beach break off East Hampton was mediocre at best, especially this late in May. Yet somehow the waves had been fantastic over the past two weeks—something akin to a miracle. But today, the one day Lizzy really needed it, the ocean had flatlined.

It wasn’t that the summers in East Hampton were awful, per se. Lizzy used to love them when she was younger and would steal muffins from the family bakery to eat amid the dunes on the beach. But as she grew older, she began to recognize how, for three months every year, their small village became something else entirely. Starting Memorial Day weekend, traffic clogged Montauk Highway all the way from the city to the eastern tip of Long Island. Manhattanites crowded the beaches, more intent on posting photos to social media than swimming. The local gossip mill consumed every family conversation, nourishing her mother more than anything they made at Bennet Bakery. It was the same every year.

And Lizzy could just about face it all—she really could—if she could just catch one last wave before summer officially began.

The ocean had other plans, apparently.

She pushed the wet strands of her long red hair away from her face and closed her eyes again, ready to offer the last twenty-one dollars in her savings account—maybe even a few of Bennet Bakery’s popular sour cherry muffins—when a sharp ping pierced the silence. She glanced down at her wrist to where her old digital watch was blinking.

5:30 a.m.

Time to go to work.

For a half second, she debated ignoring it. Her dad was probably at the bakery already. He would turn on the ovens, put the cinnamon rolls in the proofer, take the scones out of the fridge, and—

The thought was cut short by a familiar pang of guilt. Wasn’t this the whole reason she had put graduate school on hold a few months ago? So she could help out at the bakery while her dad recovered from his stroke and the rest of the family came up with a plan?

You mean the same family who hasn’t been able to agree on a movie to watch together in over a decade? a small voice whispered in her head.

Lizzy frowned. It was true, long-term planning was not a Bennet strong suit.

She avoided that sobering train of thought—and the second round of guilt it introduced—to send one last glance out at the ocean ahead.

A minute passed, then a seagull bobbed by. It stared at her expectantly.

“What?” she asked.

It cawed at her.

“I know, I know.” She sighed. “I’m going.”

The bird looked doubtful.

To prove her point, she turned away and began paddling her board toward shore. That’s when something in the periphery caught her eye. Just there, set back on the dark beach.

The lights were on at Marv’s Lament.

Huh. Now, that was different.

While most of the houses neatly lining East Hampton’s stretch of coastline were fun-house mirror versions of small shingle-sided cottages—bloated in size but still following the unwritten rules of Hamptons aesthetics—the house overlooking Georgica Beach near the end of Lily Pond Lane was a geometric amalgamation of steel and glass, all right angles and sharp lines.

The village dubbed it Marv’s Lament over the fact that, despite a public petition that claimed it was an “eyesore” and “insulted the architectural integrity of the village,” their mayor, Marvin Long, hadn’t found a way to halt its construction. But just as quickly as the nickname had become ubiquitous, the house was mostly forgotten about, sitting dormant except for a few weekends in the summer. Even then, Lizzy couldn’t remember who actually owned it. Some tech billionaire? A celebrity? She had no idea, and it never occurred to her to find out, especially after the house went on the market as a summer rental a few years ago. Thanks to its questionable design and a ridiculous price tag, it had been empty and dark ever since.

But not today.

Today every light was on, revealing the modern furniture sparsely placed throughout. As Lizzy emerged from the water and made her way past the wind-sculpted sand dunes peppered with beach grass to the parking lot, she could see a cleaning crew vacuuming around a long, low sofa, meticulously scouring the kitchen’s marble countertops. They were still there after she threw her board into the bed of her old Chevy truck and changed from her wetsuit into a T-shirt and her favorite overalls.

Well, well, well, she thought as she slid onto the truck’s cracked pleather driver’s seat, turning on the heat as soon as the engine roared to life. Someone finally rented Marv’s Lament. Maybe it was a person her own age, for once. Maybe even someone who knew how to surf. It would be a nice change of pace, exactly the kind of thing she needed after the past year.

Then she turned right out of the beach’s parking lot and found a half dozen trucks parked along Lily Pond Lane in front of Marv’s Lament, almost entirely blocking the road. The same cluster of cleaners and landscapers and delivery vans from the city that became pervasive every Memorial Day weekend.

She rolled her eyes and laughed to herself, maneuvering around the vehicles as “Fake ID” by the Anemic Boyfriends blared out of her truck’s speakers. She should have known better. Hoping for summers out east to change was like hoping for her mother to start speaking at a decibel below screaming: impossible.



Bennet Bakery sat between the Mulford Credit Union and East Hampton Hardware in the center of East Hampton Village. Everyone called it “downtown,” but really it was just the row of shops lining the corner of Main Street and Newtown Lane. When Lizzy was growing up, there had been more local businesses, but year by year they had been swallowed up by high-end boutiques and brands. Minny Conklin’s salon, where Lizzy had gotten her first haircut, was now a gourmet food market. Barbara Long’s bridal shop had been replaced by Gucci. Even the old library building was now a Chanel boutique. Bennet Bakery and its two neighbors were some of the last locally owned storefronts in the Village, a fact that had more to do with the building’s inexplicably low rent than their profit margin.

Lizzy parked in her usual spot around the back, then gathered her still-damp hair into a bun on top of her head before getting out and entering through the kitchen door. Just like that, the morning’s chill evaporated in a fog of heat and powdered sugar. Metal tray racks and bags of flour lined the warm yellow walls, while the smell of vanilla and yeast floated in the air. It hadn’t changed much since the bakery opened forty-eight years ago, when her grandparents opened it with the last of their life savings. They had retired and moved to Florida before any of the Bennet sisters were born, leaving the business to Lizzy’s dad.

She was fairly certain that nothing had been updated since. They still had her grandfather’s original answering machine. The walls were still the same color as they were when Lizzy took her first steps across the red clay tile floors. They even had the same sign in the window, which her grandfather had painted himself.

Lizzy smiled. Every detail fit together like puzzle pieces in one fully formed memory. Remove any one detail and it just wouldn’t be the same.

“Morning,” she said to the broad back of the man who was pulling a tray out of the bread oven.

Mr. Bennet shifted, turning enough to peer over his shoulder at her. The hard line of his brow accentuated his frown, the fluorescent light above half illuminating his downturned mustache.

“Well?” he asked, his voice gruff.

“Mother Nature hates me,” she said with a heavy sigh.

His mouth ticked up with a smile. It was still a bit lopsided on the right side—a subtle reminder of his stroke a few months before. “Or that low-pressure system moved off the coast.”

She shrugged. “Tomato, tomahto.”

“Right.” He turned back to the oven. “Well, I need to start on those delivery invoices, so why don’t you get going on the croissants.”

Lizzy gave him a small salute, the same one they shared at the start of every shift since she was a teenager, and tied her apron over her overalls, kicking off their morning routine. It was the same every day. Every year.

Apparently, this summer wasn’t going to be that different at all.
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Will Darcy loved flying. The freedom. The silence. Even the turbulence. It reminded him of being out in the ocean: the irregular bumps, the occasional pitch from side to side. A small nudge to his ego, reminding him how small he was.

Charlie Pierce, on the other hand, had turned green.

“Fuck.” His friend mumbled from the seat across from him, eyes squeezed shut as the luxury helicopter angled to the left. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. Are we there yet?”

Will glanced out the window. From ten thousand feet, the ocean beneath looked serene. The white crests of the waves folded into the shore, while the sun sparkled off the deep blue waters.

“No.”

Another bump and Charlie’s grip on the leather armrests tightened. “Fuck.”

Will leaned back and continued reading the biography he had started at the beginning of the flight. Now wasn’t the time to remind Charlie that he had been warned about how rough the forty-five-minute ride from the city out to the Hamptons could be. Will should know—he’d made the trek to the far edge of Long Island hundreds of times, spending almost every summer in nearby Montauk as a kid. Sure, a jet might have offered a smoother ride, but a helicopter didn’t have anywhere close to the environmental impact. Despite the turbulence—and Charlie’s weak stomach—it was the most efficient choice. And that was what this summer was all about: efficiency.

A few minutes—and half a chapter—later, the helicopter straightened out and began its descent into East Hampton Airport. The landing was fairly smooth, but when the wheels finally hit the ground, Charlie didn’t move.

“Are we alive?” he asked, eyes still squeezed shut.

“Yes.”

Charlie exhaled and ran his hands through his dark curly hair. “Thank God.”

The blades slowed, and the loud rumble of the engine came to a stop just as the door to the helicopter opened. A cool breeze swept over them as they stepped out onto the tarmac. Will allowed himself a brief moment to enjoy it, tilting his head up to the sun and breathing in the familiar smell of salt and sand floating in the air.

“Welcome to East Hampton.”

The cheerful voice broke his reverie, and Will turned to see a woman standing nearby, tablet in hand. It took him a minute to place her. She was a representative with the charter company; he had met her before a flight out to Montauk last summer. She had tried to give him her number, but he had declined. His rebuttal achieved the desired effect at the time, but today her gaze lingered a bit too long on his dark blond hair, his lips set in a grim line. And soon her smile gained a suggestive edge.

“It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Darcy,” she said.

Before he could answer, the cockpit door opened. The pilot had barely stepped out before Charlie pushed forward and embraced him in a rough hug. “Oh my God. You did it. Thank you.”

“Yes, sir, not too bad,” the pilot replied, patting Charlie on the back as if this happened all the time. “Just a few bumps at the end there.”

The woman laughed, then brought her attention back to Will. “Do you two have plans while you’re out here?”

He didn’t bother to temper his frown as he answered, “Yes.” Then he stepped forward and clamped his hand over Charlie’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

Will didn’t look back as he started toward the car with Charlie trailing behind, enthusiastically thanking the crew again. The woman would probably share the story of him being rude, one that would likely evolve into something much worse the more people who heard it. And that was fine. He had learned a while ago that a momentary break in decorum was better than the slow breakdown of a relationship.

When they settled into the back seat of the black BMW sedan, Charlie grabbed his phone from his jacket pocket. He had turned it off during the flight—according to him, looking at a screen made him even more nauseous—so as soon as the screen illuminated, a flurry of text messages arrived with one long frenetic PING. The sound accentuated the caffeine headache beginning to throb at Will’s temples.

He needed a cup of coffee.

“Everything all right?” Will asked as their car pulled out of the parking lot.

“One hundred percent,” Charlie said with a nod. “Just a few texts from Annabelle and Vivienne.”

From the sound of it, “a few” constituted well over a hundred. Even before the flight there had been nonstop messages from Charlie’s sisters, asking when he’d be there, what room Will preferred, even what temperature they’d like the pool.

Charlie hummed, scrolling through the latest litany of texts. “Sounds like the house is great. I just need to call the pool people about the heater… and get someone in to clean the windows on the second floor… and organize a different rental car…” Then his expression lightened. “But Annabelle says that she got Vivienne out of bed this morning, so that’s a win, right?”

Will nodded and turned back to the window.

That was the real crux of this summer rental: Vivienne Pierce and her impending divorce. While Annabelle had the same entrepreneurial spirit as her brother—and a successful business to prove it—the older Pierce sister, Vivienne, had made her money the old-fashioned way: through marriage. Three years ago, she married Richard Leland III, the CEO of Hurst Petroleum. Will knew it was a mistake, not only because Hurst Petroleum was under continual investigation by the EPA, but because Richard was widely regarded across New York City as a philandering asshole. Sure enough, in March, Vivienne came home to find the locks changed on their Midtown penthouse and an email waiting from Richard’s attorney, clarifying the terms of their prenup. Since then, it had been a war of attrition, so much so that Charlie had been desperate to get his sister out of the city and away from Page Six. At least for a little while.

Once the Pierces secured a house in East Hampton, it had been Charlie’s suggestion to work out there remotely all summer. At first, Will had ignored the idea, assuming it was just another whim his friend would eventually forget. After all, they had enough to deal with over the next quarter. The two friends had founded Hampshire M&A after business school and had just celebrated the most profitable quarter in their six-year history. That trajectory needed to be maintained. There were deals still being negotiated—Blaxton Agriculture being the big one—contracts that had to be signed, and Will refused to let anything fall through the cracks, least of all because his business partner got distracted while on a three-month-long vacation.

Unfortunately, Charlie hadn’t forgotten. But he had also done his due diligence, meticulously planning out the next few months so his remote presence would barely be noticed. He had even convinced Will to join him on the weekends, because apparently, Will needed to relax.

Will let his head fall back onto the leather headrest. All he needed right now was coffee.

PING.

Another text arrived.

“Oh.” Charlie’s eyebrows knitted together. “Vivienne wants us to find a bar to go to tonight. She says she wants to drink and ‘revenge flirt.’ Whatever that means.”

Will began to massage his temples, willing his headache to abate.

PING.

“And Annabelle says the groceries haven’t arrived yet.”

PING.

“So fair warning, there’s nothing for breakfast.”

PING.

“No milk. No juice. And no coffee, so—”

“Tell her we’re taking a detour,” Will said.



As their car got closer to town, the sprawling fields surrounding the airport gave way to the main road and colonial homes dotting either side. They passed old South End Cemetery next to Town Pond, and the ancient windmill towering over them both. Each landmark elicited more adulation from Charlie. By the time they pulled up to the sidewalk along the village’s main street, Will wasn’t even surprised when Charlie gasped aloud at the sight of the grocery store.

“Man, even the franchises look adorable!” Charlie exclaimed as he got out, beaming at the Stop & Shop across the street. “Don’t you love it?”

“It’s great,” Will replied, his voice a steady monotone.

Charlie laughed. “Try to contain your excitement, Will. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

Will had a biting remark ready, but he swallowed it down. After all, Charlie wore his heart on his sleeve at all times. Will almost envied him.

“Oh, come on,” Charlie continued. “You’re the one who insisted on flying us out here in that steel death pencil. You can at least pretend to enjoy it.”

“Get me some coffee first.” Will started forward again, past a boutique selling what appeared to be designer baby clothes.

His friend let out a satisfied sigh. “Well, I love it. Just what Vivienne needs, too. Sun and the beach, and once we get her out of the house, she can go shopping and maybe even meet someone. Then—”

“Focus, Charlie.”

“Right, right.” His friend gave a decisive nod. “Coffee.”

They walked further down the block, past a row of luxury boutiques, until they reached a storefront with a sign in the window that read Bennet Bakery. More importantly, there was another one underneath it that read: Coffee, $1.

A bell above the door dinged when they entered. There was a long glass counter running the length of the room displaying a scattered selection of pastries and muffins, while baskets full of baguettes lined the top. They blocked the view of the register, so it wasn’t until Will and Charlie were in the middle of the room that they noticed the man sitting behind it. He glanced up from his pile of paperwork, watching as Charlie took in the bakery’s muted yellow walls and mismatched tables and chairs. Meanwhile, Will zeroed in on the coffeemaker behind the counter.

“I’ll take a coffee,” Will said, approaching the man. Then he called over to his friend. “Charlie?”

“Hm?” He snapped out of his reverie and turned. “Oh! Um, can you do a decaf flat white?”

The man stared at Charlie blankly.

Will took out his wallet. “Make that two coffees.”

The man nodded, then turned to the coffeemaker and began filling two paper cups.

While Will waited, he looked down the row of baked goods under the glass. There was a small selection left—a few croissants, a couple of apple turnovers, some blueberry muffins. There was also an empty tray behind a small handwritten sign that read: Try our famous sour cherry muffins!

“Any more of the cherry muffins?” he asked.

The man leaned away from the coffeemaker and bellowed to the back room, “Any sour cherry left?”

Will followed the man’s gaze, looking through the doorway at the end of the counter into the kitchen. It was only then that he noticed that someone else was there: a woman. Her back was to him, but Will could see she was in overalls, with a mess of red hair thrown up in a bun on the top of her head. He’d never seen hair like that, every shade of crimson and copper and rust. Pulled together, it almost looked like a flame.

“Nope!” the woman yelled over her shoulder without turning around. Then she turned to her left and disappeared from view.

“Nope,” the man repeated, putting the two coffees on the counter. “Anything else?”

Will cleared his throat and brought his attention back to the pastries display. “We’ll take those croissants, then. A half dozen blueberry muffins, too.”

The man nodded and snapped open a white pastry box. “That all?”

Charlie snapped his fingers. “Oh! And a bar!”

The man paused. “A what?”

“Sorry,” Charlie said, catching himself. “This is our first summer out here. We’re renting a house on Georgica Beach. This modern one off—”

“Marv’s Lament?”

Charlie blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Marv’s Lament. That big glass house on Lily Pond Lane.”

“That’s us.” Charlie laughed. “I didn’t realize it had a name.”

“Yup.” The man grabbed the croissants from their tray. “Marv almost lost reelection over that eyesore.”

Will’s lips twitched as Charlie laughed again, albeit a bit more nervously. “Right. And Marv is…”

“The mayor.”

“Ah.” Charlie looked momentarily confused. “That’s such a coincidence. The landlord told us that there had been a guy named Marv taking care of the house in the off-season, so I thought—”

“Same guy.”

“Oh,” Charlie said, then offered a warm smile. “Well, I’m Charlie Pierce. This is my friend Will.”

The man nodded and then reached for the blueberry muffins. “Bob Bennet.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Bob,” Charlie said. It looked like he was about to try to shake hands before noticing that Bob had the pastry box in one hand and two muffins in the other. “Right. So, like I said, we just got in and my sister’s looking to go out tonight. Grab a drink. Can you recommend a place nearby?”

Bob leaned back and shouted toward the kitchen again. “Hey, kiddo!”

“Coming!” a woman’s voice called back. There was shuffling, the sound of a metal tray sliding into a rack, then the redheaded woman appeared in the doorway. Her hair was still piled on top of her head, but a few wisps had escaped, skimming her cheeks as she adjusted the apron over her overalls. When she finally looked up, Will’s attention snagged on her eyes. They were dark, so dark it was almost distracting.

“What’s up?” she asked.

Bob motioned to Charlie and Will. “These guys want to go out tonight and are looking for a bar.”

“Just a recommendation. If it’s not too much trouble,” Charlie added, his smile widening. He already had his phone out, ready to type the name in his Notes app.

She smiled back, leaning against the doorframe as she wiped her flour-covered hands on her apron. Whether she realized it was all over her cheeks and hair as well, Will had no idea.

“Well, there’s that new place over by the golf club. I think it’s called Almack’s?” she said. “I haven’t been there, but I hear it’s nice. Everybody’s been talking about all the palm trees they brought in, and I guess there’s a martini—”

Will scoffed before he could stop himself. He knew the kind of bar she was describing: sleek, stylish, and filled with people looking to be seen. There were enough of those in the city; he didn’t want to waste his time at one out here.

The woman’s smile flattened. “Do you have a problem with palm trees?”

“Not at all!” Charlie interjected. “We love palm trees.” He turned to Will, as if expecting his friend to affirm their shared love of tropical foliage.

Will chose not to. Instead, he brought his attention back to the woman’s eyes. “We’re looking for somewhere a bit more authentic.”

She stared at him for a moment, then her smile returned a bit sharper than before. “Ohhh. You want somewhere authentic.”

Will frowned while Charlie stood with his phone poised and ready, completely missing the sarcasm laced in the woman’s tone.

“Well then, you should definitely check out Donato Lodge,” she continued.

“Donato Lodge,” Charlie repeated.

The woman nodded. “It’s just about as authentic as you can get.”

Bob coughed, though it sounded like a feeble attempt to disguise a laugh, and began ringing them up.

“Perfect!” Charlie said, typing out what Will could only assume was a verbatim transcription of the conversation so he could relay it to his sister later. “Thank you.”

“Sure thing,” the woman said to Charlie. She completely ignored Will.

He ignored her, too, handing Bob a twenty and waving off his change as he picked up his coffee.

“This has been great. Really great.” Charlie slipped his phone back into his pocket so he could pick up the pastry box in one hand and his coffee in the other. “I’m sure we’ll be in again soon.”

Bob hummed, his attention already back on his paperwork. “Do you have Marv’s number?”

“I think so.” Charlie paused. “Why?”

“If you go out tonight and need a cab. Cheaper to call him than going through the app.”

“Because Marv is…”

“The Uber driver in town, too.”

“Of course. Right.” Charlie nodded. “Well, thank you!” Then he turned and followed his friend out the door.

Outside, Will stopped on the sidewalk, taking a sip of his coffee as he watched the tall trees that lined Main Street sway lazily in the breeze. Just yesterday he had been in a three-hour-long board meeting, picking apart a prospective company’s earnings report. But now, as the comforting smell of the salty ocean air enveloped him, it felt like he was in a different world. Despite how it had changed over the years, the Hamptons had a way of anchoring his emotions, calming any ruminating thoughts, like nothing else ever could.

The coffee helped, too.

Charlie stopped beside him and let out a satisfied sigh. “See, this is what I was talking about! Small town, nice people. I know we’re here for Vivienne, but I think this might be exactly what I needed.”

Will stole a glance over his shoulder. Through the front window, the bakery looked empty, with only the top of Bob’s head visible behind the counter. No redhead in sight.

He turned away and took another sip of his coffee, enjoying the first moment of peace he’d had all day. “Me, too.”
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At exactly 11:04 a.m., the ethereal sound of Stevie Nicks singing “Dreams” through the bakery’s ancient speakers was interrupted by the distinctive voice of Mrs. Joanne Bennet.

“BOB!”

Lizzy winced, leaning back from the massive glob of sourdough she was shaping into loaves to peer through the kitchen doorway to the front room. The morning rush had abated hours ago. To be fair, it wasn’t much of a rush. With the exception of that pretentious guy who hated palm trees, it had just been their regulars who ordered the same thing every Saturday morning. Now the front of Bennet Bakery was empty except for the woman maneuvering her way inside.

“Why do I have to do everything myself!?” Mrs. Bennet cried, struggling to fit through the front door with her pink tote bag on one arm and a life-sized pair of disembodied mannequin legs wearing iridescent zebra-print leggings under the other.

Lizzy turned to peer into the small office near the bakery’s back door. “I think that’s for you.”

Mr. Bennet looked up from the bank statements on his desk to glare over the rim of his reading glasses at his daughter. Crumbs of a past donut dusted his mustache, accentuating his frown. Whether the look was due to the bakery’s negligible profit margin or the arrival of his wife was unclear.

He stared at Lizzy. She stared back. And then, in unison, they each raised a single fist.

“Rock, paper, scissors, shoot!” they recited in unison.

Mr. Bennet threw scissors.

Lizzy threw paper.

Mr. Bennet barely cracked a smile as he turned back to his paperwork.

“We need to go back to flipping a coin,” Lizzy mumbled as she wiped her hands on her apron and started toward the front room.

When Lizzy reached the doorway, Mrs. Bennet was just navigating around the glass countertop and heading toward her, a blur in bedazzled purple athleisure wear as she dropped her pink bag in a nearby chair. It missed, falling to the floor with a thud.

“Is he back there?” she demanded, stopping in front of her daughter.

Lizzy crossed her arms and leaned against the doorframe. “Dad? No, he took a job at this paper company in Scranton. Good benefits.”

Mrs. Bennet rolled her eyes and pushed herself and her mannequin legs past her, through the kitchen, and into the back office.

“Why was my leggings display still sitting at home this morning when I told you—Bob Bennet, are you eating a donut?” her mother shrieked, the door slamming shut behind her.

For a moment, Lizzy debated whether she should go rescue her father, but then Lydia’s voice cut through the air.

“Oh my God, it’s so early.”

It seemed the other Bennet sisters had arrived, too.

Lizzy turned back around and saw Jane first. The eldest Bennet sister was kneeling down to pick up their mother’s tote bag where it lay upside down on the red tile floor. Her dark hair was in a ponytail, with a few wisps framing her heart-shaped face. It was hard for her sister to skew her angelic features into anything like disapproval, but she was trying her best as she replied, “It’s eleven a.m., Lydia.”

Lydia moaned as she landed in a chair at a nearby table, then promptly let her head collapse into her arms. Kitty sat down across from her, her attention on her phone. They were identical twins and for most of their life, it had been almost impossible to tell them apart. Then they both started at Suffolk County Community College two years ago. Within a few weeks, Kitty had joined the Future Business Leaders of America, while Lydia joined TikTok. Now, with both about to graduate next month with associate’s degrees, they couldn’t be more different: Lydia, with long hair like a silk curtain over her back and an oversized sweatshirt almost completely covering her small biker shorts, barely passed most of her classes. Meanwhile, Kitty—who looked like she was on her way to a board meeting with a short bob and perfectly pressed white button-up shirt—was already looking into bachelor’s programs at SUNY.

“Eleven is early,” Lydia whined into her sleeve.

“Not when you were supposed to be here at six,” Kitty murmured, attention still on her screen.

Lydia picked her head up, eyes barely open. “Why are you yelling?”

“I’m not yelling.”

“You’re so loud,” Lydia grumbled as she stood up again and shuffled around the counter, her Crocs making a dull scraping sound on the floor as she made a beeline to the coffee machine. “I don’t even know why I have to work this weekend anyway. Do you even know how many parties are happening? This is child abuse.”

Lizzy cocked her head to the side. “Bold claim from a twenty-one-year-old.”

A rogue tube of lip gloss had rolled under a chair, and Jane stuffed it back into their mother’s tote as she gave Lizzy a look. It was the look the two eldest Bennet sisters had honed over the past twenty-five years: a weary smile, a furrowed brow, a roll of the eyes. All a truncated version of the same conversation they had had a million times before:

Be nice, Jane would say.

I am being nice, Lizzy would reply.

Okay. Then be patient.

Jane, I don’t think anyone could survive in this family without the patience of a saint.

Are you the saint in this scenario?

In the colloquial sense? Absolutely.

Jane smiled and shook her head.

“Like, the party last night was epic,” Lydia continued, oblivious. “It was at this huge house in Sag Harbor, and there was just… so much rum.”

Jane stood and placed the tote on a table, her eyebrows knitted together. “I thought you hated rum.”

Lydia paused, the coffeepot in hand, as if this fact sounded familiar. “Do I hate rum?”

“You hate rum,” Lizzy, Jane, and Kitty answered in unison.

Lydia scowled. “You’re all so loud.” Then she let out a tortured cry. “How am I supposed to get a cup of coffee if there’s no cups for the coffee?”

Jane was already coming around the counter, picking up a sleeve of to-go coffee cups from below the register as she passed. Lizzy followed, taking the cups from her sister’s hand before she could restock them. “You’re not on the schedule today.”

Jane smiled, trying to grab them back. “Neither are you.”

“And where are all the sour cherry muffins?” Lydia moaned.

Lizzy ignored the question as she dodged Jane’s reach, then handed the sleeve of cups to Lydia. “Here. Restock these.”

Lydia offered another pout, and Lizzy was about to remind her that if she had bothered showing up for her shift, she would have known they sold out of sour cherry muffins hours ago, but then their mother’s voice pierced the air again.

“It’s not going to take up the whole bakery! I just need a little space up front for a small display. You won’t even notice it.” She emerged from the back office and marched through the kitchen, the mannequin legs still cradled under her arm. Mr. Bennet followed behind her, though there was no evidence he was actually listening to his wife. He was still studying his paperwork as he stopped in the doorway.

Mrs. Bennet walked to the front of the bakery, lifting the mannequin legs onto the table by the window. “We’ll put it right here. That way, even if she doesn’t come in, she’ll see it when she walks by, you know?”

Lizzy watched, amused. “And who is ‘she’?”

Mrs. Bennet’s eyes lit up, realizing she had stumbled into a rare moment when she had her family’s attention.

“Oh, you haven’t heard?” She abandoned the leggings to waltz into the center of the room. “Well, Donna called me last night with some very interesting news.”

Lizzy leaned across the glass counter and rested her chin in her hand. She knew what was coming. Her mother wielded gossip the way the Dutch masters wielded a paintbrush.

“You know that house near the end of Lily Pond Lane?” Mrs. Bennet said. “The enormous glass one that’s been empty for ages?”

“Marv’s Lament?” Kitty ventured.

Mrs. Bennet continued as if she hadn’t heard. “You know, Marv’s Lament! Well, someone rented it! A rich businesswoman from Manhattan. And you’ll never guess what she made her money in!” Mrs. Bennet paused to not-so-subtly motion down to her bedazzled purple leggings as she waited for an answer.

“Charades?” Lizzy offered.

Mrs. Bennet rolled her eyes. “No, fashion. Her name is Annabelle something or other, and she owns a chain of boutiques that’s worth millions!”

Kitty’s head popped up from her phone. “You mean Annabelle Pierce? I just saw a piece about her on Bloomberg! She expanded her mom’s clothing store in Denver to over two hundred locations across the country and she’s only like thirty-two or something. She’s brilliant. God, do you think she’d be willing to look over my business plan? Maybe I could even—”

“And she’s coming here for the whole summer!” Mrs. Bennet cut her off. “Can you believe it? Just when I’ve started to break into the fashion business myself. It’s kismet!”

Lydia yawned as she ripped open a sugar packet. “So what? Rich women from New York are like a dime a dozen here.”

“Oh really?” Mrs. Bennet said, turning to glare at her youngest daughter, even as a sly grin pulled at her lips. “And how many of those rich women bring their single brother with them?”

This made Lydia perk up enough to abandon her coffee. “Brother?”

Mrs. Bennet nodded, biting her bottom lip. “The real estate agent who brokered the deal is friends with Donna’s neighbor’s sister, and she said this Annabelle woman was looking for a place for the whole summer for her, her sister, and her brother. Her single, rich brother. At least, that’s what Donna said. Supposedly there’s some other man coming in on the weekends, too, a friend of the brother or something.”

Lydia’s expression flattened. “So he’s gay.”

Mrs. Bennet shot her a look. “He’s not gay.”

“To be fair, he could be gay,” Lizzy said, barely holding back a smile.

Her mother waved her off. “If he was gay, he’d go to Fire Island.”

Kitty looked as if she was going to object, but Mrs. Bennet barreled on.

“Anyway, according to Donna, they’re all supposed to arrive today, but no one has seen them yet.” She turned back to her husband. “So?”

There was a long moment before Mr. Bennet looked up from the bills in his hand. “What?”

Mrs. Bennet gestured wildly to the door. “Has Annabelle Pierce come in yet!”

“I didn’t see anybody named Annabelle.” His attention went back to the bills. “But two guys from the city stopped in a little while ago.”

All eyes turned to him.

“Two… men?” Mrs. Bennet took a step toward her husband. “Did you get their names?”

He paused, deigning to give the query a moment’s consideration. Meanwhile, Lizzy and Jane shared another look. They both knew their father probably remembered, but toying with his wife’s nerves was one of the few joys Mr. Bennet had these days. They let him savor it. “One of them was named Charlie something. Powell? Prince?”

“Pierce!” Mrs. Bennet practically screamed.

“Yeah. That was it.”

Mrs. Bennet let out a strangled cry as Kitty and Lydia eagerly leaned toward him.

“What did they say?” Kitty asked.

“Were they hot?” Lydia probed.

“Girls, focus!” their mother said, recovering. Then she turned back to her husband. “Tell me everything.”

Mr. Bennet’s frown returned. “It’s a bakery, Joanne. They came in, bought some muffins, and got some coffee. Then they asked where they could grab a drink tonight and Lizzy told them to go to Donato Lodge.”

Mrs. Bennet’s mouth fell open in horror as she turned to her second oldest daughter. “You sent them to the Lodge?”

Lizzy cringed. When she’d recommended the Lodge to the palm tree hater, it had almost been a joke, a small payback for a man who obviously needed to be knocked down a few pegs. She hadn’t thought her mother would offer a critique. After all, she didn’t seem to mind that her daughters spent almost every Saturday night there. Of course, that was usually in the off-season, when their town was dead and the bar was only ever half-full with locals imbibing warm beer and Tater Tots. Summer changed its DNA, when tourists clogged the dance floor, making it feel like a Disneyland version of a dive bar.

“They said they wanted someplace authentic,” Lizzy replied with a shrug.

Lydia snorted out a laugh.

“Okay, you know what? This is fine,” Mrs. Bennet said almost to herself. “Completely fine. We can work with this.”

Jane sighed, betraying a half second of exasperation, which, for a woman who spent most weekdays teaching a room full of six-year-olds, was colossal. “Mom, can we not spend another summer trying to sell—”

“Come on, ladies! It’s Lux Leggings time!”

There was a collective groan across the bakery.

The only other thing as consistent as gossip in East Hampton Village was their mother’s dedication to a new multilevel marketing business every summer. By May, Mrs. Bennet would latch on to one that inevitably took over their entire basement for the season, and then, like clockwork, it would be abandoned by September. Last year it was Porto-Pockets, detachable pockets that could be stuck to any dress with Velcro. The year before had been the Shimmer Scrunchie, a hair accessory that featured solar-powered LED lights. Now their mother had decided the best way to succeed was by starting her own MLM from the ground up. So, after weeks of YouTube sewing tutorials and hundreds of yards of fabric strewn around the house, she was ready to bring her brainchild to market: Lux Leggings, the world’s only leggings with a built-in belt (patent pending).

Lydia frowned as her mother turned the disembodied mannequin legs so their zebra-print Lycra hips were angled toward the door. “You think this lady is going to want to buy your leggings?”

“You better hope so, or all five of you will be stuck working at the bakery until the end of time,” Mrs. Bennet quipped.

The comment lodged in Lizzy’s chest, heavy and sharp and too close to the truth. She had dreamed of leaving East Hampton since childhood, staying up past her bedtime to read countless breaking news stories about the world beyond her bedroom walls. Then, in twelfth grade, a hurricane tore through the Hamptons and she wrote about the town’s lack of preparedness for her school newspaper. The article was so explosive it was picked up by New York Magazine and almost got Marv impeached. But more importantly, it gave Lizzy a purpose: she wanted to be a journalist.

Six years and countless online classes squeezed in between her shifts at the bakery later, she earned her bachelor’s from SUNY. And maybe if she had wanted to stay in the Hamptons, covering stories close to home, that would have been enough. But she didn’t want to stay here. She was going to travel the world, covering issues that mattered to millions of people. And to do that, she needed her master’s. She had spent weeks perfecting her application to Columbia’s School of Journalism before finally sending it in. It was a long shot—she hadn’t even told her family—but then, on a mundane morning in March, she received her acceptance email. For a brief, shining moment, it felt like everything was finally falling into place. Like all the hard work and monotony had counted for something. Then, two days later, before she’d even figured out how to tell her parents, she walked into the bakery to find her father on the floor of the kitchen.

The stroke had been so severe that the paramedics said if they had arrived five minutes later, he would have died. And even though Mr. Bennet was out of the hospital after two weeks, claiming he would be back to his old self in no time, his doctor said recovery could take a year, if not more. Suddenly, Lizzy’s plan to spend the summer getting ready to start school in the fall was usurped by the need to keep the family business afloat. Columbia let her defer for a semester—space permitting—but she didn’t know if it was long enough. Her sisters did what they could, but none of them knew how to run the bakery the way she did. Even now, Lizzy realized, they hadn’t all bothered to show up. “Where’s Mary?”

Lydia waved her hand indiscriminately in the air. “I think she’s still tied to that tree on the North Shore for PETA.”

“It’s a Green Justice protest,” Kitty murmured, eyes back on her phone.

“Can we focus, please?” Mrs. Bennet clapped her hands, bringing the conversation back to herself. “I need you all to think big picture, m’kay? You girls show up to the Lodge tonight all wearing Lux Leggings. Annabelle comes in, sees them, and the seed will be planted. She’ll compliment you—of course—then she’ll ask where you bought them. She’ll tell her friends, they’ll all post about them online. Orders will come flying in! Then this Annabelle woman will see everyone wearing the leggings she discovered, and she’ll want to invest! And that brother of hers? Supposedly he works in mergers and acquisitions! He literally buys companies! You can bet he’ll take an interest, too. What else does he have to spend his money on? It’s like my mother always said: ‘A single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of—’ ”

“Zebra-print leggings with an adjustable waistband?” Lizzy said, offering her mother an overly sweet smile.

“Well, he’s definitely not looking for a twenty-five-year-old with a mess of split ends and overalls.” Then Mrs. Bennet clicked her tongue in disappointment as she seemed to finally take in the pile of red hair on top of her daughter’s head. “Honestly, Lizzy. Did you even try that deep-conditioning mask I left in the bathroom?”

“I’m going with an organic seaweed treatment,” Lizzy said, fluffing her topknot and pretending to fix her flyaways. “You just take bits of seaweed you find floating by and grab them, which is actually really hard to do because they’re so slippery—”

Mrs. Bennet huffed and picked up her tote from where Jane had placed it. “I’m leaving. Bob! No more donuts! You have an appointment with your neurologist next week. Lizzy! I don’t want him eating any more donuts.” She didn’t wait for Lizzy’s reply, just turned to Lydia. “And I need you at home for inventory. We should narrow down the options for tonight.”

Lydia rolled her eyes. “But it’s eleven a.m. On Saturday.”

“Exactly. We have to get going,” Mrs. Bennet replied, her tote over her shoulder as she started for the door. “God, I haven’t even gone through the new bedazzled collection yet. You can help me with that, Jane.”

“Actually, I have to head to the school today and get the classroom ready for—”

“You can do that after,” their mother continued, undaunted. “Okay, I think that’s it. Now where’s Kitty? Kitty!”

Kitty looked up, brows pinched. “I’m right here.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Their mother didn’t wait for an answer, just threw open the front door and ushered the women through. “I’m not waiting around all day, ladies! Come on!”

There was a flurry of goodbyes, a sympathetic look from Jane to Lizzy, and a final moan from Lydia before the door closed behind them with a ring of its tinny bell.

And just like that, the bakery was quiet again, with only Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours still playing overhead.






CHAPTER 4 [image: ]


When Bob Bennet had mentioned that locals called Charlie’s house Marv’s Lament, Will hadn’t given it much thought. But after their car left the bakery and made its way down Lily Pond Lane, past the long line of multimillion-dollar wood-shingled estates tucked safely behind manicured privet hedgerows, it all made sense.

The house, which loomed over the end of a long driveway, was a steel-and-glass monstrosity, rising up from the manicured lawn like a half-finished construction site.

“Here we are!” Charlie announced like a kid showing off a shiny new toy.

He leapt out but Will took his time, collecting his jacket and putting his sunglasses on before emerging. The white gravel stones of the driveway crunched loudly with each step as he walked to where Charlie was gaping up at the angular facade.

On paper, the house checked every box: expansive grounds, obligatory swimming pool, private beachfront access, too many windows to count, and a flat slat roof with overhangs that seemed to be miraculously suspended by God himself. In person, it was about as far from the Hamptons as you could get. And nothing Will would have picked himself.

Thankfully, he hadn’t been forced to. Even though Will had spent every summer of his childhood just twenty minutes further up the coast at his family’s beach house in Montauk—and was now spending too much time renovating it—he had little interest in helping Charlie and his sisters navigate the Hamptons real estate market. When they asked, he simply passed along his aunt’s information. Birdie Carrington had made a name for herself in real estate out east, building one of the most prestigious agencies on Long Island. Will knew she would salivate at the chance to find the Pierces the perfect beachfront rental, and sure enough, just three weeks after Annabelle contacted her, she had the Pierces signing a three-month lease before Charlie had even seen a picture.

“Wow, it’s… big,” Charlie said, his hands on his hips. Billowing hydrangeas framed the path up to the looming front door, but they did nothing to soften the structure’s hard lines. “But beautiful. It’s beautiful, right?”

Will glared up at it. He usually didn’t mince words, but in the interest of time, he made an exception.

“Let’s find your sisters.”

That was the only prompting Charlie needed. He bounded up the front steps while Will followed behind.

“Annabelle? Viv?” Charlie called out as he opened the front door.

The foyer was cavernous, but it was merely a hint of the space beyond: an enormous sunken living room with a grand piano and a sprawling chef’s kitchen on the left. As Will walked forward, staff—cleaning crews carrying sheets and towels up a wide staircase, movers lifting a long white sofa across the living room—buzzed around him.

None of it distracted from the panoramic views of the beach just a few yards away, though. Sunlight reflected off the ocean onto every surface in the place through the building’s glass walls. Will stopped at the sliding doors that were open to the pool, filling the space with the smell of salt and sand.

“Took you long enough,” Annabelle announced, appearing from a nearby hallway. Her brown hair was up in her signature ponytail to showcase what Will could only assume were new honey-colored highlights. A long beach dress hung loosely over her thin frame. “I thought the whole point of flying was to get here faster.” Before either of them could reply, her attention snagged on the group of movers in the living room. “The sofa is fine. We need to move the piano to the corner!”

The men set the sofa down and moved to roll the piano to the far corner of the room. Will frowned. The piano was just about the only thing he liked about the place. Now it was almost completely hidden. Then again, that was probably the point. Will was sure none of the Pierce family even knew how to play.

“God, I’m exhausted,” Annabelle huffed, throwing herself down in an oversized armchair. “The cleaning crew was supposed to be done hours ago, and did you see the car those people from the rental company left? It’s last year’s model. Obviously, they’re coming by to replace it this afternoon. And then, there’s Vivienne.”

“Is she here?” Charlie asked.

Annabelle sighed and pointed over her shoulder toward the verandah just beyond the sliding doors.

There was a row of lounge chairs lined up alongside the pool, all empty except for the one furthest to the right. Will couldn’t see her face from under the wide-brimmed sun hat but recognized the slim body tented under an enormous pink kaftan.

“Hi, Viv,” Charlie called out.

The woman didn’t turn around, just lifted a well-manicured hand to offer a listless wave.

Charlie held up the white pastry box. “Want a muffin?”

There was a sound of disgust as her hand fell limply to her side.

“She seems… good,” Will murmured.

“Oh, fantastic,” Annabelle said sarcastically, draping her long legs casually over the arm of the chair. “She found out Richard took a date to the ballet’s gala last night, so she’s spent the whole morning mainlining mimosas.”

“I can hear you, you know,” Vivienne yelled without moving a muscle.

Charlie smiled through a grimace. “Well, at least she’s outside.”

“That’s only because they haven’t made up all the beds yet,” Annabelle said. “Speaking of which, we’re taking the two suites downstairs. You two are upstairs, in the bedrooms on either end of the hall.”

Charlie clapped his hands together again, as if the motion recharged his enthusiasm. “Sounds great!”

“What do you think of the house, Will?” Annabelle asked, a smile now on her face as she waved her hand in the air. “Aren’t you glad you came out?”

Will tried not to frown again. The reason he’d finally accepted Charlie’s invitation to stay on the weekends wasn’t the house, or even to relax. It was nice to catch up with the Pierces, of course, but it also meant Will could ensure Charlie remained on task with work. The fact that he could use the time to also check in on the renovations of his own house in Montauk was an added bonus. There were roofers and plumbers to coordinate, electricians and carpenters to hire… even the thought of it gave him a headache. He should have ordered a second cup of coffee from that bakery.

“It’s… big,” he finally replied.

“And beautiful!” Charlie quickly added. “Really gorgeous. And yes, really… huge.” He paused, looking around. “I mean, I love it, but do we need something this big?”

“Of course we do! Even if Will is only here on weekends, the rest of us are here all summer. We need enough distance from Vivienne so when she gets arrested for stalking her ex-husband online, we can all claim plausible deniability.”

From the lounge chair, Vivienne raised her hand again, this time to give her sister the finger.

Annabelle ignored her. “Besides, we need the space for entertaining. You’ll want to invite friends out at some point, right? I’m already thinking of throwing a party on the Fourth. Supposedly there’s a fantastic fireworks display right out there over the water.”

“Perfect. I love it.” Charlie smiled broadly, strolling over to the windows. “And that view of the beach! Did you see it, Will?”

“Yes,” he responded flatly.

“It’s private, too,” Annabelle added, smiling smugly.

Will paused, frowning down at her. “The beaches out here are public.”

Annabelle’s red nails batted away the words. “Technically, yes, but not many people wander down this far. Supposedly a few surfers in the morning, but the real estate agent said they’re usually gone by the time we get up, thank God.”

Will wanted to challenge her again, ask what was wrong with a few surfers, people who were likely locals and enjoying a beach that was theirs, anyway. But then Charlie interrupted.

“Oh! We found a bar for tonight!” he exclaimed. “A local recommended it. Supposed to be very authentic.”

Annabelle’s lips pinched, like she was mentally cataloging all the possible definitions of the word, while across the verandah, Vivienne finally perked up.

“Do they have alcohol?” she called out.

Charlie blinked. “It’s a bar, Viv.”

She seemed to consider, then turned back to face the water. “I’m in.”

“Fine,” Annabelle replied. “But if my shoes stick to the floor, we’re leaving.”

Charlie’s smile broadened as he turned to Will. “What about you?”

Will wanted to say no, that this bar was probably god-awful and the woman with the dark eyes and fiery red hair knew as much. But it had been a challenge. And as he thought about it, he found himself wanting to meet it. He was practically a local himself—and although he had nothing to prove, there was nothing he hated more than someone thinking he was something he wasn’t. “Let’s leave by nine.”
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