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      This is the first of three volumes in a huge collection of 100 of my short stories. Volume 1 has 35 sweet wholesome contemporary romance short stories. Volume two has 33 historical romances, and volume three has 32 time travel stories.

      

      All these stories are published individually. But thanks to my successful Kickstarter campaign, Kissing Tales, they are now available in three volumes.

      

      Beginning with a heart wrenching story of an unexpected Mother’s Day gift to sweet wholesome second chance romances to heartwarming Christmas stories. You’ll find stories with cats, dogs, rainy days, and the occasional miracle.

      

      These are stories of romance and happily ever after. And as can be expected, there’s a little bit of magic in many of them.

      

      Many of these stories are set in the world of Skye Travels, my Cupid’s Kiss world. According to legend, cupid has a special affinity for pilots.

      

      I hope you enjoy reading these stories from my heart as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      

      Kathryn Kaleigh

      Houston, Texas
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      I’d never thought it was possible to love going to work every single day.

      I unlocked the door to my flower shop, stepped inside to the happy jingling sound of the bell attached overhead, and turned the closed sign around to open.

      I dropped my handbag and tote bag onto the uncluttered marble checkout counter, then took a deep breath.

      Carnations. Daffodils. Roses. Gerberas. And my favorite – lilies. So many scents that created a unique synergistic fragrance that I never tired of.

      Pinks. Purples. Yellows. Whites. Reds. The whole shop was one big bouquet. A bouquet that I worked in every day. My very own bouquet play house. That belonged to me.

      I’d been open for business one month today.

      I turned on the computer and logged in.

      Though the building was renovated, everything was new. My computer. My refrigerated displays. And so many flowers.

      I had a full page of orders that had come in overnight. It still sent a little thrill through me that people were actually buying from me. That they trusted me to make flower arrangements for the important events in theirs lives. Weddings. Funerals. Proms.

      And Mother’s Day.

      I glanced at the calendar, as though I didn’t have it memorized. Mother’s Day was in four days.

      I printed out the orders. Although I had everything totally automated, I liked to work from paper.

      Just one year ago, this flower shop was no more than an embryo – a glimmer in my eyes, really. I had filed the paperwork for the corporation, but it still seemed like an impossible dream.

      Eddie would have liked what that dream had become.

      The first order was a cascade wedding bouquet. It must be for an elopement since there were no accompanying arrangements. No groom’s flowers or bridesmaids or anything to go with it.

      I hummed to myself as I put together the flowers. Positive by nature. That’s what I kept telling myself.

      The next arrangement was for a funeral. The request was for black ribbons and deeply pigmented orchids that looked almost black. Fortunately, I just happened to have some dark orchids on hand.

      Along with the dark flowers, my mood threatened to darken. I reigned myself back and rifled through the requests looking for one more cheerful in nature. I’d found that working on the depressing ones were easier to handle in small doses.

      I found a Mother’s Day request for an expectant mother. They wanted bright pink colors and a teddy bear. I went into my storage room and brought out one of the teddy bears I’d ordered in bulk.

      The tinkle of the front door bell interrupted my work, but an hour later, I had a deposit to do the flowers for a high school reunion.

      I still had time to finish up the expectant mother bouquet before lunch. I had hired a college student part time. She could deliver it that afternoon.

      I put pink gerbera daisies, white and pink roses, and monte casinos in a glass baby block vase. Then I attached the whole thing to the oversized teddy bear’s lap.

      There. I stood back and admired the lovely creation and wasn’t surprised when my eyes teared up.

      It was perfect. I ran a hand along my little baby bump and allowed my mind to wander along its familiar bittersweet path.

      I was ten weeks pregnant when Eddie had gone hiking with three of his friends. A simple loose rock on the trail and his life was over.

      Our life was over. As least life as I knew it.

      Though unconscious, he’d fought for three days, but the injuries had been too extensive.

      The whole thing was such a waste.

      Stop. Just stop.

      Some people insisted that therapy was a waste of time. But not for me. Dr. Lee had taught me how to keep my thoughts under control. And from there, I was able to regulate my emotions.

      I took the teddy bear arrangement to the counter and logged back into the computer. There was no address on my printed paperwork.

      There was no delivery address.

      I dug further into the order, but there was no delivery address and no credit card information. No name to trace the request back to.

      Just great. I’d created this arrangement for nothing. I took a deep breath. I’d put it in the shop display window. Even if no one bought it right away, it could still lead to more business.

      Taking my little creation to the shop’s front window, I realized that I’d sold my main display yesterday. So I had the empty space.

      There was an envelope there. Right where I was about to set the teddy bear.

      I picked it up and looked for a name. I almost tossed it away, but instead, after arranging the teddy bear flowers, I opened the envelope.

      My dearest Mags,

      My heart flipped over and dropped to my toes.

      My name was Shelby Margaret. No one called me Mags other than my husband and no one ever had before him.

      I was thinking you could name her Lily for one of your favorite flowers.

      Happy Mother’s Day, my love.

      I sat down hard on the bench in front of the window.

      My eyes blurry with tears, I looked out toward the street.

      Eddie stood there watching me, a wistful smile on his face. His palm was splayed on the glass of the shop window.

      I blinked rapidly and stood up. I held out my hand toward him.

      Eddie.

      The father of my unborn child.

      The love of my life.

      The reason I’d been able to open this flower shop.

      But Eddie slowly faded.

      I just stood there staring.

      I put my hand on my stomach and felt the baby kick.

      Staring at the imprint of Eddie’s palm on the window.

      And I knew. I just knew.

      The teddy bear bouquet I’d made had been for me.

      A gift from Eddie.
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        Present Day

      

      

      It was a rainy Friday morning. The day had started off like just about any other day.

      I clicked the button on my black golf umbrella while I pushed the heavy glass door of the Jensboro Bank open with my shoulder.

      Under the dubious protection of the umbrella, I stepped outside into the river flowing over the sidewalk. My low-heeled pumps were immediately soaked.

      Rain pummeled my umbrella and thunder rumbled overhead as I stepped onto the brick path crossing the median lined with crepe myrtles bloomed out in shades of pink from light to fuchsia.

      I normally wore slacks to work and sometimes even jeans on Fridays, but for some unfathomable reason, I’d worn my dark gray wool pencil skirt today.

      There was something about Fall that made me want to change things up a little. The cooler southern air that actually allowed a light jacket. The crisp clean scent of air that wasn’t over a hundred degrees of oppressive heat. Fall signaled change. I still thought of September as the start of a new year – a carryover from starting a new school year perhaps.

      And it was Friday. During the Fall, Fridays in the small town of Jensboro, Louisiana had an energy that other days didn’t carry.

      Today everyone was preparing for the homecoming parade. The rain would be out of here in about an hour – the weather man assured us - leaving Main Street freshly washed. After the sun had a couple hours to dry everything, the red and blue streamers would go up.

      After the homecoming parade, there would be a pep rally before the big game. Tonight we were playing Wensfield. And we always beat Wensfield.

      Of course, it had been years since I’d been a cheerleader. And for the longest time I’d stopped caring about the football games.

      But tonight, my sixteen-year-old son would be on the football field – starting running back for the Jensboro Bengals.

      I was still young – only thirty-three, so having a sixteen-year-old son seemed impossible if I thought about it too hard.

      But he was my son. I’d raised him myself.

      And tonight – for the first time in about seventeen years, I’d be at the game, my first time sitting in the bleachers, cheering the team on.

      My heels clicked on the sidewalk as I walked blindly, holding my umbrella down in front of my face to keep the rain from blowing under. It was a four block walk to the courthouse.

      I’d started working at the bank when I was seventeen. I’d needed an elective and I only had to go to classes half a day my senior year, so I signed up for a cooperative education program.

      I hadn’t decided what I wanted to do with my life yet, but I was certain it was going to be something grand. I was either going to go to law school or I was going to join the Air Force. I had spent some time trying to figure out how to do both. On top of all that, I was a cheerleader and a straight A student.

      My dad said I had the world by the tail.

      That was before I met him.

      I divided my life into two parts – before Harrison and after Harrison.

      He had been older than I was. He was doing his residency in Little Rock. Harrison was the bank president’s son – my new boss’s son.

      I pushed the door open to the courthouse and stepped inside out of the rain. I set my umbrella next to the door and walked across the deserted hallway toward security.

      “Hi Sam,” I said, greeting the security guard who’d sat behind me in tenth grade biology. He’d had a crush on me then and even though he was married now, I was pretty sure he still liked me.

      “Go on through Layla,” he said, motioning for me to skip the metal detector.

      “Thanks Sam. How’s the new baby?”

      “He has insomnia.”

      I laughed. “It’ll get better.”

      I went into the records section and pulled information I needed on a piece of property. As vice-president of the bank, I could have sent my assistant, but I wanted to do this one myself.

      I’d found a house I was thinking about buying, but I wasn’t ready to let anyone know. I hadn’t even told my son.

      My thoughts wandered as I searched the records. I’d been a file clerk when Harrison Phillips had waltzed into my life and turned everything upside down.

      It had been my second day on the job, on a hot day the last week of August, the air conditioner keeping everything much too cold, when he’d walked up to my desk, sat on top of it and simply said “Hi.”

      I don’t think I said anything back. I didn’t know who he was or why he was talking to me. I knew he didn’t work there, because I’d met everyone the day before. Besides, he didn’t look like a banker. And he didn’t look like he was from Jensboro.

      Maybe it was because he was wearing khaki shorts and a white polo shirt and loafers with no socks.

      “You’re new here,” he’d said. I remembered it so clearly, just like it was yesterday.

      “Yes,” I’d said, finding my tongue. “I started yesterday.”

      “I know.”

      I had occurred to me then that he wasn’t supposed to be back there. I worked in an employee section of the bank accessible only through a locked door. I’d glanced around, but the other two ladies were busy on the phone, not paying us any mind.

      “Do you work here?” I asked, although I already knew the answer.

      “God, no.” He picked up a peppermint off my desk, unwrapped it, and put it in his mouth. “My grandfather said I should meet you.”

      “Ok…”

      He stood up. “Yeah. I don’t know why.” He walked to stand in front of a painting of the bank from its early days – at least a hundred years ago. “Sometimes he’s a little eccentric.”

      “It might be helpful if you told me who your grandfather is.”

      He turned, then, and smiled at me, nodding once. “I think that’s why.”

      I had a stack of papers to file and since I was getting paid by the hour, I knew I needed to be working. I went back to work putting the papers in alphabetical order.

      My boss came to the door then, spotted him, and called his name. Harrison.

      As I glanced up, I saw Harrison turn, take a couple of steps backward, still smiling at me, before he went off with my boss.

      It had truly been one of the most bizarre encounters I’d ever had.

      I’d put him behind me and gone back to work. I hadn’t forgotten him, though. I’d thought about him often after that. He’d been handsome with a nice smile. All that in spite of being very strange.
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      I stood in front of the bathroom mirror in the Super Dome and fidgeted with my hair. I’d had some blonde highlights put in four days ago and I was still admiring them. My mother said I had senioritis, though I couldn’t figure out how she connected highlights with senioritis. I was still making good grades, still going to work, still a cheerleader.

      I hadn’t made any headway in figuring about what I was going to do with my life in five months though when I was ceremoniously graduated and dumped out into the world. Perhaps that was what she meant.

      Tonight was the big game. The championship game. If we won tonight, we went home with the trophy. It was an exciting time for not only the school, but also the town of Jensboro.

      My best friend Shelly stood next to me. “You look fine,” she said. “As soon as we get outside, our hair’s going to go flat anyway.”

      Shelly was right. Shelly was always right.

      It didn’t matter. I pulled my long hair up high at back of my head, wrapped it in a ponytail band, and tied a bow around it using the wide red and blue ribbon that was our trademark.

      I carefully pulled a couple of strands of hair loose, allowing them to frame my face. Studied disarray.

      Shelly watched me impatiently. She had her hair up, her bow tied, and was ready to rock. She gave very little attention to her appearance and was still the most beautiful cheerleader on the team. That’s probably why she was head cheerleader

      The rest of us had to work at it. I jogged five miles every morning before school and barely ate anything to maintain my super thin figure. Shelly never bothered with exercise and ate whatever she wanted and still never gained an ounce. Nobody ever said life was fair.

      Shelly picked up my sneakers and set them in front of my bare feet. “Come on. We’re gonna be late.”

      “We’ve still got forty minutes.”

      Shelly put her hands on her hips. “If you aren’t early, then you’re late.”

      Right. Words she lived by. I tended to always be running five minutes late for everything. But Shelly’s influence was strong and she kept me on time.

      I tugged on my shoes and we joined the other four cheerleaders who were waiting to go out on the field. We were playing the LaPlace Comets, their yellow and green colors in stark contrast to our red and blue.

      The bleachers of the super bowl were crowded with family members from Jensboro and LaPlace.

      The bands were warming up, the air teaming with excitement.

      Our pompoms high, we raced onto the field with the crowd on our side cheering. Shelly did a cartwheel while the rest of us lined into our positions.

      “Hey,” we chanted. “Hey you.

      “Get out of our way.”

      “Because today is the day”

      “We will put you away!”

      “Heeeeyyyyy you.”

      Then we erupted into a flurry of pompoms and splits.

      I was no good at cartwheels, but I could do the splits.

      After the football players came running out we went into more sophisticated stunts. My favorite was the liberty stunt. The other cheerleaders lifted me up high above their heads. I stood on one foot with my other leg bent at the knee. Arms out, pompoms in the air. It was simple enough to do, especially since I was the lightest of the group.

      Coming down required the same precision as going up. We all worked together.

      An hour later, we were deep into the second quarter, up by three points, our band was playing the fight song.

      Shelly bent over, hands on her knees.

      “Go Bengals!” I shouted before stepping aside to stand next to Shelly. “Hey. What’s wrong?”

      Shelly shook her head. “Nothing. Just a little nausea. It’ll go away.”

      “Are you sick?”

      “No,” Shelly said, standing up and clapping.

      But something wasn’t right. Shelly was pale. And she was being quiet.

      The Comets made a field goal and we were tied. The crowd booed. It was our job to lift their spirits. To motivate our team to pull ahead again.

      We went into standard chant mode.

      “Touchdown. T.D.”

      “Touchdown. T.D.”

      One of the girls nudged me. “Do a liberty stance.”

      I glanced at Shelly. She nodded.

      We were only allowed to do the liberty stance if all five girls were there for my support. Even though Shelly was still looking pale, she took her position.

      Up into the air I went. Huge smile on my face.

      The crowd applauded, but their attention was quickly back on the field. The outcome of the game was at stake.

      I felt a little wobble beneath my right foot. My left foot instinctively went down, but I quickly overrode my instincts and was back on one leg.

      The wobble happened a second time.

      The fall happened so fast, it barely registered.

      I lay on the ground, my breath broken.

      Shelly, was my first thought. Shelly was sick. In fact, I heard her throwing up not far from me.

      My second thought was that I needed to get up.

      I just wasn’t so sure how to go about it.

      Everyone was focused on Shelly in that moment.

      “Oh my God. It’s Layla.” One of the girls saw me lying there on my stomach.

      “Don’t move her,” someone said.

      “Her back could be broken.”

      “Or her neck.”

      So I just lay there, terrified that I was broken.

      I didn’t feel broken. Just scared.

      Then I heard a man’s voice. “Let me through. Layla, can you sit up?”

      Whoever he was, he knew my name.

      I let him help me sit up. I wasn’t broken. I’d never felt such a burst of relief.

      I blinked then and looked at the man.

      It was him. It was Dr. Harrison Phillips.
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      Tonight was my senior prom.

      I stood in front of the full-length mirror in my bedroom, twirling this way and that.

      NSync blared from my radio setting my mood for a night of dancing and romance.

      I wore a pale pink floor length dress with a strapless top, and a side gather embellished with a fabric floral rose. The long skirt had a cascading train down the back to the floor. I had on white gloves that came above my elbows. I’d saved for this dress for months. I’d special ordered it from a catalog that featured real dresses modeled after Barbie gowns.

      My hair with striped blonde highlights tumbled from the crown of my head in loose ringlets. The faint scent of Chanel perfume I’d borrowed from my mother filled my senses.

      Everything about tonight was magical.

      Harrison was flying in from Little Rock and picking me up at five o’clock. We had reservations at a restaurant at six thirty, then the prom at eight.

      After that, we had no schedule.

      I was nervous as a bride on her wedding day.

      I was still a little baffled at how Harrison Phillips had ended up being my senior prom date. We’d never even gone out on a date.

      But somehow on one of his visits to the Jensboro Bank, it had come up and he’d said he’d be there. I never doubted that he would.

      An hour later, my little brother knocked on my bedroom door. “He’s here,” he said, pushing open the door. At twelve, he didn’t see what the big ordeal was. He’d see one day.

      Harrison’s face lit up when he saw me. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered.

      I blushed and my mom caught the whole thing on camera. We took pictures. Harrison and me. My dad and me. Me with both parents. Just about every combination imaginable, but I was in all of them.

      We finally drove off and I was suddenly afraid that we would have nothing to talk about.

      He was so much older than I was. He had a career. I was still deciding on my college major.

      But my fear had been unfounded. We talked about everything and nothing.

      My senior prom was a fairy tale come true.

      My friends hadn’t believed me, not really, when I’d told them I was bringing a doctor to the prom.

      But when we got there, it didn’t even matter. They were all interested in their own dates and I saw no one but Harrison.

      We slow danced our way through the night, our conversation slowly decreasing into a world of magic where words weren’t required.

      Harrison was flying back to Little Rock the next morning, so we didn’t stay out late like many of my friends.

      When he walked me to the door of my parents’ house, I could smell the magnolia flowers on the soft breeze.

      “I’d like to see you again,” he said, taking my hand.

      “I’d like that, too,” I said, suddenly realizing that he no longer seemed strange to me. I didn’t know if I’d gotten used to him or if he was merely acting more normal.

      He kissed the back of my hand. “I’m thinking of spending some time in August here in Jensboro. I have leave to attend a conference, but I have some time before that. “Will you be available?”

      I had accepted a scholarship to Louisiana Tech so my classes would start around the first of September. “I should be,” I said. “That’s a long time away.”

      “Not really. Time flies.”

      “Ok,” I said, not knowing what else to say. I wanted to see him, the sooner the better.

      “I had a wonderful time with you tonight,” he said, leaning his forehead against mine.

      I nodded.

      He put a finger beneath my chin and lifted my face to his. He was so close I could feel his breath against my skin.

      Then his lips were on mine. I melted against him and our kiss deepened.

      Then he pulled back, leaving my lips swollen. “I have to go. But I’ll see you in August.”

      I went inside and closed the door behind me as I heard him back out of the driveway.

      August.

      It was such a long, long time away. I didn’t want to wait that long to see him again.

      But I knew that I would. He’d taken my heart with him.
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      I had the information I needed. Pulling my head out of the musty record books, I stopped by the restroom before I left the courthouse.

      I checked my reflection and fluffed my hair. My highlights had grown out years ago and I’d cut my hair into a bob that brushed the top of my shoulders. Other than that, I didn’t think I’d changed much since I was eighteen, though I was pretty sure I couldn’t fit in the old prom dress I’d kept or the cheerleading uniform that I had packed away in a trunk.

      I added some lip gloss that smelled vaguely like a cross between watermelon and vanilla, though it wasn’t marketed as either.

      I was stalling. Hoping the rain had moved out.

      I’d found what I was looking for in the records. The house I was thinking about buying was free and clear. My son would be leaving home in a couple of years and I needed to plan ahead. I needed a smaller place to spend my retirement. At least that’s what I told myself.

      Harrison had come back in August that year just like he’d promised. We’d spent a weekend at his grandfather’s cabin near Caney Lake. The days had been too hot to go outside most of the time, but we’d taken long walks in the morning and again in the afternoons.

      I’d fell in love that weekend. And Harrison had asked me about transferring to a university in Little Rock.

      I hadn’t been prepared for that conversation, so I had put off answering him. I wasn’t sure I was ready to uproot my life for someone I’d only spent limited time with.

      Still, my heart was clouding my judgment.

      When I walked out the courthouse door, the rain had cleared, just like the weatherman had guaranteed and the sun was making a valiant effort to dry everything.

      I made it back to my desk and played around with the numbers for buying the little cabin where Harrison and I had spent the weekend back in 2001.

      I had some money, but I wanted to keep my cash. I’d worked at a bank long enough to know the importance of doing so.

      I was lost in my work when I heard the firetruck signaling the start of the parade.

      I jumped up from my desk and rushed out to the front of the bank to stand on the sidewalk crowded with families, young and old.

      My son, Harry, would be coming by shortly on the football team float. I opened the camera on my phone and edged my way toward the front of the little crowd that had gathered to watch.

      The homecoming court came by first, then the band. Finally, I saw the football team slowly making their way toward me. There was candy flying everywhere. Nothing said a good parade like a rain of candy. Everything from peppermints to dum dums to bite-sized chocolates. The cheerleaders walked in front of the football team’s float - a pick-up truck pulling a flatbed trailer. The boys must have decorated it themselves. It had nothing but a giant football in the middle of the trailer with red and blue streamers thrown about haphazardly.

      Harry was standing toward the front, wearing his football jersey. He was so handsome. Just like his father.

      He grinned and tossed out some candy, then threw a handful of miniature foam footballs that had the children around me scurrying.

      While they were distracted, he tossed me one of the little footballs. I caught it easily. As a single mother, I’d thrown more than my share of footballs.

      Their float stopped while the cheerleaders took a few minutes to do a cheer. They had male cheerleaders now and were able to do much more sophisticated stunts than we’d ever imagined.

      Remembering my camera, I took advantage of the time. I raised my phone and took several pictures of my son.

      He waved as they took off again down the street.

      Not caring about the rest of the parade, I went back inside to sit at my desk. I had a stack of unreviewed loan applications on one corner of my desk. A print out of delinquent payments on the other.

      I looked out across the empty lobby. There were no customers and most of the staff was out front watching the parade. Mr. Willoughby was sitting behind his teller station. He must be eighty if he was a day. But the customers loved him and he had no family. Work was his life.

      Everyone claimed to admire him, but I found him to be sad.

      I could see myself ending up like him. At least I had Harry. My child was the light of my life.

      I opened my phone and clicked open my photos. I had some good photos of Harry. I zoomed in and cropped one. Then went to the next.

      I froze.

      Then I slowly set my phone down on the desk and looked out toward Main Street.

      The parade had ended and the employees were starting to trickle back in.

      I picked up my phone, and with one hand over my mouth, I looked at the picture again.

      Holding my breath, I zoomed in on the image of my son. He was grinning from ear to ear. And standing right next to him was… Harrison.

      Dr. Harrison Phillips.

      The father of my son.

      He’d been killed on September 11, 2001.

      Leaving a conference in Boston, flying back to Little Rock, he’d been on the airplane that crashed into the field near Shanksville, Pennsylvania.

      I quickly scrolled through the other images. That was the only picture he was in.

      He had an arm around my son. Their faces side by side. Wearing identical grins. I touched the glass of my phone with the tip of my finger. He looked so real.

      Harrison had been killed before I’d even known I was pregnant.

      I’d never had the chance to tell him.

      I looked at my calendar. Today was September 11.

      Today Harrison had found a way to tell me that he knew about our son.

      I picked up the information I’d brought from the court house that morning. The information on the cabin where Harry had been conceived in a moment of love.

      I picked up the phone on my desk and dialed Shelly’s number. She was a real estate agent now and would be the perfect person to make sure that I was the next owner of the cabin.

      A few minutes later, the deal on the cabin all but finalized, I hung up the phone and unlocked my cell phone.

      I searched through all the photos, but Harrison was no longer in any of them.

      But it didn’t matter. I knew what I’d seen.

      I’d seen Harrison standing next to our son.

      And I knew that he was watching over us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Snowball’s Chance]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Justin set the wheels of the Cessna Skyhawk onto the short runway of the Marigold Airport in as smooth a landing as anyone could ask for.

      It didn't matter that he was the only soul onboard the little single-engine plane, nor did it matter that no one was watching from the ground. A smooth landing was always satisfying in itself.

      The little runway was set in the middle of what looked like a tree farm. Tall pine trees growing in straight rows that could only be planted by man.

      He glanced at his Apple watch. He was fifteen minutes early, but usually passengers, trained by the big airlines, were at least thirty minutes early, sometimes more.

      He brought the plane to a stop at the end of the runway and finished off a bottle of cool water. The empty bottle crackled loudly as he stashed it in the side pocket.

      This was supposed to be a quick trip, in and out. He hadn't been to Marigold before and according to Noah, the owner of Skye Travels, they'd never flown here before.

      So not a regular. He was scheduled to pick up one passenger and take her to Dallas, Texas. It was convenient for Justin. He could easily have an early night since he lived in Dallas.

      Pearl. He expected his passenger to be an older lady. Probably wealthy. And probably nervous about flying, especially in a small aircraft.

      But Justin had a way of making people comfortable, so he wasn't worried. He was worried about having a cancellation, though.

      He checked his phone for messages.

      Nothing.

      He was just about to call the office in Dallas/Fort Worth to confirm he was in the right place at the right time, when he caught sight of an old pick-up truck coming toward the runway.

      Yep. He was right. Definitely an older person.

      He turned off the engine and went through his checklist while the truck driver parked just off the road. There was no parking area per se.

      He checked the weather and made a quick call to confirm the flight. Small towns operated a lot differently from the big airports. When in Rome...

      When he looked back up, a young lady was standing a few feet from the plane.

      She was slender with long brunette hair falling over her shoulders in soft curls. She smiled, lighting up her face, making her even more beautiful, if that was possible.

      Justin's first impression was that she wasn't from Marigold. She must be visiting from Dallas.

      Justin jammed his black pilot's cap on his head, quickly opened the door, and stepped out of the plane to greet her. He looked over her shoulder to see if she was with his passenger. Maybe they needed his help with luggage.

      "I'm Pearl," she said, holding out her hand.

      "Oh," he said, unable to hide his surprise for a just a second. He shrugged. He didn't mind even a little that he was wrong about her being an older person. "Can I get your luggage?"

      "I don't have any," she said, pulling an oversized bag off her shoulder. "This is Snowball," she said.

      Justin froze. He had a friend in college who called his car Dorothy. But he'd never known anyone who named their luggage.

      "Meow."

      "He says hello." Pearl grinned.

      Justin looked through the mesh bag at the large white cat who could be none other than Snowball. "Hello Snowball. You're a Himalayan."

      "Wow. You know cats," Pearl said, with an impressive nod.

      Then he looked back at Pearl. "Um... Snowball isn't on the manifest."

      Pearl shifted Snowball to her other shoulder. She looked unconcerned. "He has to go. He's the reason for the trip."

      Justin had been a pilot for Skye Travels for just over a year now. If he'd learned one thing about Noah Worthington, it was that he put passengers above everything else.

      If a passenger needed to take a pet with them, the passenger took the pet. Hands down. No argument.

      Justin adjusted his cap and grinned at Pearl. "Not a problem." He held out his hand. "May I bring Snowball aboard?"
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      Pearl bit her lip as the Pilot, Justin, took Snowball's carrier from her and put him inside the aircraft.

      Poor Snowball. He was still practically a kitten. Not even a year old.

      Pearl's eighty-year-old Aunt Millie had to go into an assistive living apartment that didn't take pets. Aunt Millie had called Pearl and after a tearful conversation, Pearl had bought a one-way ticket to Marigold.

      They'd spent a week packing up Aunt Millie's things. Unfortunately, most things had gone to charity. Nonetheless, packing up an entire house had taken way longer than either one of them had expected. Aunt Millie didn't have anyone else to help her, so Pearl stayed until Aunt Millie was settled in her new rooms at the assisted living facility.

      Pearl's boss had been understanding, but tonight was St. Patrick's Day and he needed her back. You're my best bartender. Do whatever you need to do, but get back here.

      In their efforts to get everything done, Pearl and Aunt Millie had neglected one detail.

      Snowball.

      Apparently, the major airlines would only take so many pets. Or didn't take last minute pets. Or any other myriad excuses they could come up with.

      Pearl weighed everything out. It's what she did. Cost. Time.

      And, of course, Snowball.

      She wasn't about to leave Snowball behind at a shelter.

      Not a chance.

      So long story short, here she was.

      Pearl's neighbor had loaned her his truck. He'd pick it up later.

      After she climbed into the plane next to Justin, the door closed, Snowball set up caterwauling.

      Pearl turned around in her seat. "It's okay, Snowball." With a quick glance at Justin, she unzipped the carrier and put a hand on Snowball's fur.

      Snowball was quick. And strong.

      He had his head through the carrier in a split second and before she knew what was happening, he was loose.

      The small plane's doors were closed, so he couldn't go anywhere. First he ran toward the back, then he darted toward the windshield.

      "Hey Snowball," Justin said softly, patting his thigh.

      Snowball froze and stared at Justin with wide blue eyes. Then he jumped into Justin's lap.

      Justin cradled the cat to him. "It's okay," he said, softly. "You're safe here." He looked over at Pearl. "Has he ever been in a carrier before?"

      "I don't know." Pearl didn't want to go into details. She couldn't imagine that Justin wanted to know how she ended up with Snowball.

      She didn't want to talk about it anyway.

      Besides, she wasn't sure what she was going to do about Snowball.

      Her apartment didn't take pets.
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      Justin got Snowball back in his carrier without incident.

      "I won't do that again," Pearl said.

      "He's a good boy." Justin looked over at Pearl. She looked a little uncertain. A little lost even. "Are you sure you don't have any luggage?" he asked.

      She shook her head and held the shoulder harness in both hands.

      "Can I help?" Justin asked.

      She glanced up with obvious relief. "Please."

      Justin leaned over and deftly buckled her in. He'd done this hundreds of times, but he'd never had a passenger who sent his pulse scattering in odd little rhythms like Pearl was doing.

      His hand still on the buckle, he looked up at her. Her full lips were parted and her cheeks were flushed prettily.

      She smelled like honeysuckle on a summer day.

      He wanted to know more about her. How a beautiful girl ended up here in Marigold with nothing more than a gorgeous Himalayan cat named Snowball.

      But getting Snowball settled had taken a bit longer than their schedule allowed and Justin needed to get them back on track.

      There was a storm coming in from the south and if they didn't get in the air pretty soon, they wouldn't be going anywhere until morning. Already the wind was tickling the tops of the trees.

      "You're all set," he said, settling back in his own seat and fastening his own buckles.

      Pearl turned and looked out her window as he went through his preflight checklist and then got the plane into position for takeoff.

      Some passengers didn't have much to say and Justin respected that.

      Pearl seemed like she had a lot on her mind, but it wasn't his place to question her. No matter how curious he was.

      It wasn't his job to be curious.

      Besides, all of Justin's expectations about her thus far had been wrong.

      Snowball meowed a couple of times as they left the ground, but then he sat quietly.

      Unusual to have two quiet passengers.

      Justin got them in the air smoothly.

      "All good?" he asked as they leveled off. He couldn't help himself. As much as he hated to admit it, he wanted her attention, even if only for just a minute.

      She turned, gave him a quick smile, and returned her gaze to the window. But he didn't miss the redness rimming her eyes.

      He'd been right about one thing.

      And this was one thing he hated being right about.

      Pearl was troubled by something.
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      Pearl had never flown in a single-engine plane. The few times she'd flown had been commercial.

      The only negative thing she could see so far was the loudness.

      But she supposed the noise was a small price to pay for convenience. She'd picked the time, place, and she'd had no problem getting Snowball on board. He wasn't stuck in the belly of the plane like some airlines required for pets. He was right here. Right behind her.

      Now that they were in the air, for the first time in over a week, she didn't have anything she had to be doing.

      She was exhausted from getting everything out of her aunt's house. Just under two weeks ago, her aunt had fallen and broken her arm. Her right arm.

      So Aunt Millie was essentially helpless.

      The doctors said she couldn't live independently with a broken arm. After allowing months of healing time, they would reassess.

      But Pearl could hear between the lines. They didn't expect Aunt Millie to ever go home.

      So she'd convinced her aunt to put her house on the market. Now. While she had the resources to do it.

      She watched Justin out of the corner of her eyes. He handled the controls with confidence, speaking words she could barely hear, much less understand, into his headset.

      Her pilot was a handsome man. The black hat that should probably look ridiculous was actually charming and sexy.

      Snowball apparently found Justin charming also.

      Pearl should never have opened the carrier door. But she'd never traveled with a pet. She'd been worried about him being upset and had merely been trying to comfort him.

      Pearl's parents hadn't allowed her to have pets when she was growing up. And now that she lived in her own apartment, pets were discouraged. It was hard to find an apartment complex that would even allow cats and those who did charged a ridiculous nonrefundable deposit.

      But Pearl knew she was a cat person. For about six months there had been a cat who lived in the bar. She'd fed him. Took care of his litter box. Taught him to catch little balled up pieces of paper. Something no one believed until they saw it.

      She named him Bradley.

      Pearl would have taken Bradley home, but the whole apartment thing.

      Pearl had loved that cat and had been heartbroken when her boss let him get adopted. She'd been a hair's breath away from quitting that day. She'd packed up her things and got as far as the front door.

      So now she watched stupid cat videos when it was slow at the bar.

      Some people would probably say she was projecting her own sadness onto Snowball.

      Snowball was being taken from a good home with Aunt Millie to...

      Somewhere else.

      Pearl didn't even know where.
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      They were stuck on the tarmac at DFW airport.

      Planes leaving out were being delayed due to the storms in the south - Louisiana and Houston areas.

      Snowball had been quiet on the flight, but now that they were on the ground, he started caterwauling again.

      "I'm not opening his door," Pearl said

      Justin grinned. "I'm thinking he was a pilot in another life."

      When Pearl laughed, it nearly took Justin's breath away. She was absolutely adorable. "You might be right," she said.

      "How long have you had him?" he asked.

      The smile faded from Pearl's face. Justin kicked himself. He just had to go and ask about something personal.

      Aviation 101. Never ask personal questions. Just be a good listener.

      Well, not technically anything in the textbooks, but somehow it was something every pilot knew. Or maybe it was just how Justin worked.

      He didn't even know anymore. It didn't matter. He'd had Pearl laughing and now she was sad again.

      Sad.

      That was the emotion he'd sensed, more than troubled.

      He put his focus back on the plane's computer.

      Checked the weather. The sky was clear here. It was fascinating how bad weather at other airports could make a mess of schedules all across the country.

      Fortunately, his date tonight was with his sister. They were going out to celebrate St. Patrick's Day. Actually his sister was going to celebrate. He was going to drive. Tomorrow Justin had a flight at seven a.m.

      No green drink for him. No drink at all.

      Twenty-four hours bottle to throttle. Justin's rule.

      "He belongs..." Pearl said softly. "belonged. To my aunt."

      Justin turned to her. Her gaze was on her hands in her lap.

      Snowball was quiet now.

      "Do you want to tell me about it?" Justin asked cautiously.

      She shook her head. "Not really." But she turned and met his gaze. Her green eyes were damp with unshed tears. "But I don't know what to do."

      "Maybe I can help," Justin said. He'd do anything to see that smile back on her lips.
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      Justin watched the taxi disappear into the traffic. The taxi he'd put Pearl into.

      Horns blaring. People yelling.

      So different from the small town of Marigold.

      If he had to be on the ground, Justin preferred the city. He liked the crowds. The controlled chaos.

      Every city had a feel. And Dallas definitely had a feel.

      His mother had moved to Denver two years ago with her new husband.

      Denver felt like hikers and bicyclists. Health nuts as his mother called them.

      Dallas felt happy and friendly.

      He didn't know why, but he swore if was dropped into any American city, he would know where he was.

      Just by the feel.

      He got a weather alert on his phone, pulling him out of his daze. It was going to storm. He needed to get going.

      His sister wasn't going to be happy when he cancelled on her.

      He turned, shifting the cat carrier from one shoulder to the other.

      Snowball shifted in the bag, putting all his weight on one end. He was a big cat. He could use a bigger carrier. Maybe hard sided.

      "Don't worry, little guy," Justin said. "I'll have you out of here in no time."

      As he walked to his car, his mind raced. He had to drop Snowball off at his condo, then make a run to the store.

      He needed cat food, cat litter, and a litter box.

      Snowball was a special cat, for sure. He'd gone from a shelter to live with an eighty-year-old woman. From there he'd gone from being momentarily homeless to flying to Dallas to his new home with a pilot.

      Justin didn't have pets because he was gone too much.

      But a cat landed in someone's lap, they had no choice, really, but to take the cat in.

      Besides, he was only keeping him for Pearl.

      He had Snowball buckled in the backseat behind him before it hit him.

      He hadn't gotten Pearl's phone number and he didn't know her last name.
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      "He'll be fine," Marilou said.

      Justin watched Snowball drinking water from one of his salad bowls. "I don't want to leave him. He'll be disoriented."

      Marilou hopped onto his kitchen cabinet and sat. "Seriously?" She waved a hand around Justin's condo. "Is that what you're going with?"

      "It's a new place." He knelt beside Snowball and shook the food bowl - also a salad plate. "See? He's not eating."

      Justin loved his sister, but sometimes she was just plain annoying.

      "What more could he want?" she asked. "He just moved to the lap of luxury. He lives in a two-bedroom condo. On the tenth floor. With an awesome view."

      Justin glared at his sister. "He misses his family."

      Marilou softened. "He'll get used to us."

      Snowball rubbed against Justin's thigh, then nipped at his hand.

      "See?" Marilou said. "He likes you already."

      Justin didn't answer.

      He was excited that Snowball had come to live with him.

      But Justin would have been much more happy if he knew how to get in touch with Pearl.

      He couldn't stop thinking about her.

      Her enchanting smile. Her sad eyes.

      She'd wanted to take Snowball and she hadn't even tried to hide the tears that streamed down her cheeks as she left him at the airport.

      But she couldn't take him. And she refused to take him to a shelter.

      He'd find her, Justin promised himself.

      He didn't know how, just yet, but he would.

      And this time, he wouldn't let her get away.
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      Pearl had missed the city while she'd been in Marigold.

      She'd missed the energy.

      The bar was noisy tonight. And crowded. She could barely walk between the tables and the bar stools.

      Indiscernible music played in the background, adding a layer of noise beneath the conversations.

      She wrinkled her nose at a whiff of cigarette smoke that drifted through the door. Normally the smoke didn't bother her, but tonight, she was tired.

      Tired and having trouble concentrating. She'd gotten two drink different orders wrong and had to comp those rounds.

      Her boss was probably regretting having her come back right about now.

      She wasn't exactly living up to his expectations tonight.

      She was worried about Snowball.

      And she couldn't stop thinking about Justin.

      She turned, an empty tray in her hands. And nearly ran right into her boss.

      He put a hand on her shoulder to steady her. "Pearl. You're tired. Take the night off. Go next door. Get yourself a hamburger." He pulled a couple of bills out of his front pocket, pressed them in her hands.

      Pearl wasn't sure she heard him right. She shook her head. There was too much noise.

      "Go." He lifted a hand in the general direction of the door. "Rest. I'll see you back here tomorrow."

      He meant it.

      She nodded and mouthed the words thank you.

      It took her less than two minutes to grab her crossbody bag, stuff the money he'd given her into it, and weave her way through the crowd to the front door.

      The bar next door was never crowded. In fact, not too many people knew about it.

      The Moon Beam was on the top floor of an apartment complex. Pearl got into the elevator and punched the button for the sixteenth floor.

      There was a rumor that her boss owned the Moon Beam, too, but he denied it.

      Maybe he did. Maybe he didn't. It didn't matter to Pearl. She liked her job tending bar right where she was.

      She got off the elevator on the top floor and found a little secluded table for one next to the window.

      She loved it up here. And tonight there was an explosion of green fireworks across the tops of the city skyscrapers.

      All green.

      She ordered a green beer. Not because she wanted it, but it was because it was what one did when one sat in a bar on St. Patrick's Day.

      When she'd left Snowball with Justin, she'd known that she would never see either of them again.

      It was so much easier that way.

      Even if Justin took him to a shelter, she'd never have to know.

      She could carry with her the image of Snowball living with the handsome pilot. She imagined Snowball living in a nice home, an apartment maybe. With people who loved him.

      Just like Aunt Millie. Living in an assisted living complex.

      Pearl knew she'd feel guilty about talking her aunt into selling her house. But Aunt Millie had been falling a lot. Too much.

      She needed to be taken care of.

      Just like Snowball.

      And Pearl wasn't in a place to take of either one of them.

      Pearl was still making her way in life.

      Paying her dues.

      Someday she hoped to do more than tend bar.

      Maybe she'd own her own bar.

      But those dreams were so far away, they were little more than misty whispers.

      She'd sit here for a few minutes, then go home to her little apartment and sleep. She could sleep for fifteen hours no problem.

      She'd feel better about everything then. She had to.

      She swirled her drink. People actually drank this stuff. Green beer.

      The people who found their way up here to the Moon Beam were mostly couples or single people like her.

      If Pearl hung out in bars, this is where she'd go. As a customer.

      As a bartender, she'd be bored to tears.

      It was time to go home.

      She pulled out one of the bills her boss had given her and laid it on the table next to the untouched drink.

      She paused to watch the firework finale. She'd never seen the St. Patrick's Day fireworks. It was actually quite impressive the way it shattered the city lights with bursts of green.

      She hadn't known there were that many shades of green. Or that green fireworks could be that beautiful.

      When the fireworks ended, she stood up.

      And there coming out of the elevator was Justin.

      Pearl froze. Surely not.

      As huge as the Dallas/Fort Worth area was, it wasn't possible to randomly bump into a stranger she'd met at the airport that morning.

      Was it?

      A gorgeous blonde followed him off the elevator.

      Now the universe was back to normal.

      It was natural for a man as handsome as Justin to have a beautiful girl at his side.

      Pearl walked along the edge of the bar, taking her time, waiting for Justin and his girl to find their way to a table.

      It was better if she just avoided him. Made life less complicated.

      The elevator door was already open when she got there. A middle-age man and his wife went inside and held the door open for her.

      "Thank you," she said, and hopped inside.

      And came face to face with Justin.
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      Justin considered it a stroke of inspiration that he remembered there was a lounge on the top floor of his apartment complex.

      He never went up there. He wasn't much of a barfly and he rarely drank.

      He'd only been going out with his sister tonight to keep her from going alone.

      Marilou could hang out upstairs and Justin could check in her from time to time. Make sure she got home ok.

      He could also make sure Snowball was acclimating and didn't feel abandoned.

      Just after he got his sister settled, he'd gotten a text from tomorrow's client about their trip. It was a good thing he lived right upstairs. He could dart down to the apartment, text the client with an answer, and be back upstairs in no time.

      But right now, all rational thoughts were shoved to the back of his mind.

      He stood face to face with Pearl.

      She was staring back at him like a deer in headlights.

      She was dressed differently than she had been that morning. She was wearing a tasteful black cocktail dress and her hair was pulled back from her face. A few loose strands framed her face.

      "Pearl?" He couldn't believe his luck. Of all the places he'd imagined finding Pearl, it wasn't in his very own apartment complex.

      "Justin," she said, with a small smile.

      "What are you doing here?" She must be on a date, but there was no one with her. He'd thought she looked good that morning, but now, wow. Just wow.

      "I'm um... working." She blinked, seeming to clear her head.

      "You work at the Moon Beam?"

      "No." The elevator stopped at his floor. "The bar next door."

      "Oh." Justin had an image of a crowded bar. He'd been there one time when he first moved in. Just to check things out.

      "What are you doing?" she asked.

      "I live here."

      "At the Moon Beam?"

      He laughed. "Just downstairs. In an apartment."

      She seemed to be trying to sort out the odds. Just like he was.

      "Hey," he said with sudden inspiration. "Do you want to see Snowball?"

      Her face lit up. "He's here?"

      "Of course. I told you I'd keep him."

      "I know, but..." She shrugged.

      "The only person who can have him now is you." Justin realized that the elevator doors were closing and they were on the bottom floor. The other couple had gotten off and he hadn't even noticed.

      He pressed the button for the tenth floor again and just grinned at Pearl for the few seconds it took for the elevator to get them there.

      As they walked down the hall toward his apartment, Justin felt his entire world shift.

      Some days were life changing days. In a good way.

      This was one of them.
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      Pearl stepped inside Justin's apartment and immediately felt at home.

      The apartment smelled like cinnamon and vanilla. Clean.

      That was her first impression.

      There was a gas fireplace with a television on the wall over it and a comfortable looking sofa in front of them.

      As soon as she took no more than two steps inside, Snowball was running toward her.

      He had his fluffy white tail up as he came right to her.

      "Snowball!" She dropped to her knees and cradled him to her.

      She closed her eyes with her face buried in Snowball's fur, but she knew Justin was watching her.

      Then she stood up, Snowball in her arms. "I'm sorry," she said. "I don't mean to keep you from your date."

      "Date?" He straightened. Then his expression brightened with understanding. "That's my sister upstairs."

      "Your sister..." Everything in Pearl's world shifted and realigned.

      "Come on." Justin gestured toward the sofa. "Sit a while."

      Snowball meowed and jumped down. He sprinted straight for the bowl of cat food and started eating.

      "Now that you're here, he's eating," Justin said wryly.

      Pearl grinned, and went to sit on the sofa.

      Just sat down next to her. "I think the universe wants us to get acquainted," he said.

      That was as good an explanation as Pearl could come up with.

      Brought together by a cat named Snowball.

      What were the chances?
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      The Monongahela. The Allegheny. The Ohio.

      Three rivers coming together at one point.

      A perfect defensive point when America was an infant. The two rivers - the Monongahela and the Allegheny came together to form the Ohio River.

      The point had started as a fort. Surrounded by water on two of three sides. Remnants of the fort were still there. It was Fort Duquesne first. Then Fort Pitt.

      Now it was a park.

      Three ducks, a momma duck and two babies, played at the edge of the river as the water lapped onto the sidewalk.

      It was a beautiful day. The weather was perfect. Not hot. Not cold. The sun was out, but there were white puffy clouds floating about in the sky.

      June 1.

      Ten years to the day.

      Payton sat on the concrete bench of the fountain that shot geysers of water toward the sky.

      Behind her, water from the fountain splashed against her back, leaving moisture on her dark green silk blouse and dampening the ends of her ponytail.

      The park was closed now.

      Payton wasn't supposed to be here.

      Despite the park being closed, there was no one to police it.

      Normally there were boats travelling up and down the river, but today the river was empty. Travel was restricted.

      It was no longer safe to be closer than six feet to another person.

      The irony of that rule - perhaps she should call it a precaution - was not lost on Payton.

      Ten years ago today. Exactly ten years ago, she'd sat in this very spot and made a solemn promise.

      She and Richard had been interns together at the Psychiatric Hospital for one full year. September 1 to September 1. Payton had come from Louisiana Tech University and Richard had come from Montana State University.

      The intern matching system had brought them both to Pittsburgh. Matching them separately.

      Together.

      It had been a difficult year. They were working as psychologists, but were still technically students.

      Weekends. Holidays. Always on call.

      They'd called it being in the trenches.

      Payton had loved the work.

      They'd made a difference.

      They'd helped people who had reached rock bottom and had no place to go but up.

      Payton was a professor of psychology now in Utah and she loved that work, too.

      But the work she'd done here at the psychiatric hospital had been some of the most fulfilling work she'd ever done.

      It had mattered.

      She and Richard had studied together. Saw patients together. Rounds. The whole nine yards. They'd had morning coffee together. Lunch together in the hospital cafe. Dinner together.

      Even if dinner was no more than grabbing a taco from the taco truck and eating while catching up on charting notes.

      They'd become professionals together.

      Sometimes she'd thought their brains had merged together. They ate, slept, and breathed psychology.

      Their first professional published paper - the first line on the research section of her vita had both their names on it.

      Every time she updated her vita, she
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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