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      Struggling singer Merrily Sweet has five days and five thousand kilometres to figure out her life. As she drives across Canada, she must either find the inspiration to write some new songs or decide to abandon her musical career entirely. Then she gets an emergency call. She can’t leave fellow North Pole Unlimited employee Noel stranded over the holidays, so now she has company on her road trip.

      

      IT whiz Noel Sprouse loves the holidays, but he’s not ready to launch the Santa-based app he created. When he finds himself stuck on the wrong coast after an airport incident, his only chance to make it home for Christmas is as a passenger with a former teen pop sensation who becomes obsessed with his genius idea.

      

      With Noel providing the inspiration and Merrily supplying the encouragement, can these two road-trippers get everything they want for the holidays – success, romance, and home in time for Christmas dinner?

      

      Join Elle Rush’s newsletter to keep up with her latest releases and other news.
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      December 20th

      North Pole Unlimited Headquarters

      December, Manitoba

      

      Nick Klassen, vice-president of Human Resources at North Pole Unlimited and terrible present wrapper, set a massive box in the middle of his desk. The difficulty wasn’t in the size or the weight of the package. The problem was that his lovely wife snooped and spied on her presents, and he had to find a safe place to wrap her just-delivered Christmas gift before she sniffed it out like she had the previous year. And the year before that. All that he needed now was a full roll of tape, a tube of wrapping paper, and some music to set the mood.

      “New Songs for an Old-Fashioned Christmas” began playing quietly on his phone in the background. Soon he was out of tape and was hunched over, digging in a drawer for more when his desk phone rang. He didn’t officially start work until eight o’clock, but this close to the holidays, every call could be an emergency. “North Pole Unlimited. Human Resources. Nick Klassen speaking.”

      “Hi, Nick, uh, Mr. Klassen, sir. It’s Noel. Noel Sprouse. I’m trying to reach someone who can reschedule a flight home for me, but nobody in the travel department is answering their phones or responding to emails. Can you help me?” The man with the deep voice on the other end of the line sounded frazzled from what Nick could hear over the background noise.

      A nebulous picture of a slightly-younger-than-him, dark-haired man formed in his head. “Noel? Where are you?” As far as he knew, Noel Sprouse was due to start his shift in the Information Technology department in half an hour; he shouldn’t be stuck in an airport on company business during the busiest time of the year.

      “Vancouver. I was at a conference.”

      Nick nodded to himself, trying to shake the pre-coffee cobwebs loose. Now he remembered. “The Global Digital Marketing Experience conference. Dave Block sent you as his replacement after he broke his leg,” he recalled. “Did you miss your flight home? Jilly is going to have something to say if she has to book you another flight back to Winnipeg the week before Christmas.” Nobody liked it when Jilly Lewis-Fredericks, his executive assistant, started to rant, but Noel was relatively new to the company and might not know better yet.

      “No, Mr. Klassen, I didn’t miss it. It’s six o’clock here now, and my Air Canada flight was scheduled for seven-oh-five,” Noel said.

      “Just Nick is fine. Did you oversleep and now you can’t get to the airport in time?”

      “I’m at the airport,” Noel clarified. “They’ve shut down the entire Domestic Departures terminal. There was some kind of fire. Sprinklers have gone off and the fire department is on scene. I was here at five, and it was already a disaster area. They aren’t letting anybody through the doors.”

      “Oh!” That was an entirely different kettle of fish. Jilly refused to reward incompetence, but this was anything but Noel’s own fault. “Can you find some place nearby to wait it out for a while? Jilly’s not in yet, but I’ll get back to you as quickly as I can with a new itinerary.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Klas—Nick. I’m flying out of Winnipeg on the twenty-second. I haven’t made it back to Montreal for the last two Christmases and my mom will kill me if I miss another one.”

      “Hang tight, Noel. I’ll call you back soon.”

      Nick could go through Jilly’s desk and find the log-in codes to get into the various travel portals and start looking for a flight to get Noel home. But as the VP of HR, Nick prided himself on knowing all the employees and associates working for North Pole Unlimited. There might be someone in the vicinity who could offer a more direct hand. He was scrolling through potential allies in the area when his executive assistant arrived.

      “You’re at work early, boss.”

      “Good thing, too. Noel Sprouse is stranded in Vancouver. There’s been an incident at the airport and his flight is cancelled. I’m trying to find an alternative way to get him home.”

      Jilly groaned, and one of her brown eyes started twitching. “It’s going to be a nightmare finding a flight at this late date this close to Christmas.”

      “That’s what I said,” Nick agreed. “Especially out of Vancouver. I thought it might be easier to find one if he was departing from Calgary.”

      Jilly hummed as she waited for the travel site to load. “It would give us more options. How is he supposed to get there though?”

      The song on his phone changed to “I’ll Be Home For Christmas”, and it reminded him of an upcoming appointment in his calendar. “We have someone driving from Vancouver to Calgary today. Noel could potentially catch a lift.”

      That caught her attention. “Who?”

      When he spoke the name, Jilly began to giggle, then laugh in earnest.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You have no idea what you’ve done, do you?”
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      December 20th

      Vancouver, British Columbia

      

      The Christmas season on the west coast of British Columbia was a brand-new experience for Merrily Sweet. Growing up in Ontario meant that December was all about toques and mittens and wet snow, not golfing in a light jacket or strings of red bulbs hung on still-green trees. It was novel and weird, but she’d miss it.

      She pulled out her phone and took a selfie with the Pacific Ocean in the background to mark the start of her trip. Good-bye Vancouver. Heading east for a white Christmas. #Roadtripping #5000KM. Merrily posted it to her various social media accounts and slipped her phone back into her pocket. As gorgeous as the scenery was, she was looking forward to being home for the holidays. She threw her parka on the back seat, looked at the crashing waves one more time, and climbed into her bright yellow van—lovingly referred to as the Lemon Mobile—to start her trek to Ottawa.

      Vancouver had been a good layover city to earn a few dollars at the end of her summer tour. Her seasonal concert schedule had been a little sparser than last year, which had been worse than the year before that. Merry Sweet was a teenaged popstar who had been on her way out by the time she turned twenty-two. Then Merrily had been officially dropped by her music label at twenty-five and now, at twenty-eight, she was doing community concerts, filling school gymnasiums in small towns across the country.

      She’d ended her tour in central BC and made her way to Vancouver to visit friends and pick up some studio work. She did a few radio ads, sang back-up for a couple up-and-coming bands, and tried her hand at narrating an audio book. It paid the bills, but the work was nothing to write home about.

      Speaking of writing, or rather not speaking of it, she refused to look at the notebook in the bag beside her. She hadn’t written anything in months. Merrily couldn’t remember the last time she’d cracked one of her music books to play around with new lyrics. She’d been on a treadmill of singing covers and her old hits, although lately she’d been doing Christmas concerts wherever she could get a booking at a seniors’ residence or holiday party. She needed some heartfelt inspiration. Or at the very least some new scenery to get her creative juices flowing.

      Somehow, she didn’t think she’d find that inspiration on her cell phone, but it was the season for miracles. Merrily read the text again, frowned in confusion, and called the sender directly for clarification. “Hi, Nick. I got your text. Yes, I’m still planning on driving home to Ottawa from the west coast. I’m literally sitting in my car ready to leave. How did you know and why are you asking?”

      She’d thought it was an innocent question at the time. The next thing she knew, she was being thoroughly flattered by her self-proclaimed number one fan and had agreed to do him a teeny-tiny favour.

      “We’re desperate, and you’re there,” Nick Klassen had said. “Noel is one of North Pole Unlimited’s best IT guys. He was in Vancouver for a conference and was ready to fly home today when there was a fire at the airport.”

      “I heard about that. All outgoing flights cancelled.” The radio was calling it a holiday disaster, and Merrily couldn’t argue with the description.

      “We managed to rebook him on a flight tomorrow morning out of Calgary, but I need to get him there. You mentioned in one of our meetings that you’re driving through there on your way home. Can you please, please give him a lift? I guarantee he’ll be a complete gentleman.”

      A thousand kilometres through the mountains with a stranger in the passenger seat. It sounded delightful. On the other hand, Nick Klassen had personally contacted her on behalf North Pole Unlimited and hired her to sing three songs on their annual Christmas CD. That contract had saved her bacon when her summer tour had ended. She owed him. “It’s ten hours of driving through the Rockies. I’ll do my best, but I can’t promise to get him there on time. That depends on weather and luck.”

      “He’ll take it,” Nick had said.

      Half an hour later she pulled up to the front doors of the Longfellow Vancouver Hotel, waiting for her new travel buddy to appear. As Merrily waited to enter the long circular hotel driveway, she returned the wave of a cheerful, hunched, salt-and-pepper-haired man who was driving a classic, blue pick-up truck with a stocking hanging from its antenna which that was exiting the same drive. She pulled in the loading zone behind three taxis and was about to text Nick that she’d arrived, when she spotted her target heading towards her. The tall man with the goatee and curly brown hair matched the company photo that Jilly had sent her, but the image didn’t do him any justice. “I don’t believe it. It’s Noel Freaking Sprouse,” she said to herself.

      The rookie stock car racer had been in the news at the same time she’d been climbing the charts, although more of the stories about Noel “Fast Times” Sprouse were about his daredevil exploits off the track rather than on. If she recalled correctly, his racing career had ended with a second-place win in a race that would have taken him to the next level, followed by getting smacked by an empty school bus during a thunderstorm. Merrily didn’t know how the former driver had ended up in Information Technology but it seemed like they’d both found themselves working for North Pole Unlimited in one role or another.

      She rolled down the window and waved.

      He nodded and picked up his pace. When he crouched to look through the open window, his jaw dropped open. “What? You’re Merry Sweet!”

      Yeah, this trip was going to be a blast. She loved to be called by an old nickname that reminded her of her fizzled musical career.

      Her face must have expressed that perfectly. “I’m sorry. I had a poster of you up in my room when I was a teenager.” Noel winced and tried again. “That’s probably not much better. How about we start this conversation over?” he asked. “Hi, my name is Noel Sprouse. If you’re the Ms. Sweet that Nick Klassen sent, I am very glad to meet you and I’m incredibly grateful for the ride.”

      She cautiously took the olive branch he offered. “I am the Merrily Sweet that Nick sent. It’s nice to meet you, Noel. Do you have any other luggage to bring out?” When he hoisted a computer bag in one hand and a carry-on in the other, she pointed behind her. “I’m good to go if you are. I made a space for your stuff. Hop in, it’s a thousand kilometres to Calgary.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour and one pit stop at a donut shop later, they finally passed the last neighbourhood of the Greater Vancouver Area and headed east into the mountains. The silence stretched fragilely between them. “That was a bit of a rough start. I was only ever Merry on stage. Not even my family calls me that. It wasn’t my favourite nickname when I was topping the charts. Now it’s more of a direct line to a bad memory. If we can stick to plain Merrily, I’d appreciate it.”

      Noel nodded in understanding. Although he wasn’t quite as tall as she first thought, it had only taken him five minutes in the Lemon Mobile to toss his jacket into the back and push the seat back as far as it could to give himself much needed leg room. “I hear that. A lot of people look at me and still see Fast Times Sprouse. But that was a lifetime ago—one I’m trying to leave in the dust. After I stopped racing, I went back to school and got my computer sciences degree. I’ve worked for North Pole Unlimited for almost a year now, but my history makes it easy for folks to jump to conclusions about me.”

      Merrily snuck a look at him. “I have to confess that I had pictures of you, too. My uncles were all gearheads, so we spent a lot of time at the local speedways. Let’s call it even. Tell me what exactly you do for North Pole Unlimited. Have you ever met Jilly Lewis-Fredericks? What’s she’s like in person, because she’s scarily efficient.”

      Noel laughed, then relaxed into the passenger seat for the first time. “She’s terrifying.”
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      Noel took a sip of his now-cool coffee and tried not to stare. He was in a car with Merrily Freaking Sweet. She looked different than her album covers, with her bright pink hair and hockey sweater instead of the old image he had of her as a blonde in a mini dress. He’d still recognize her anywhere. Merrily and her music had been unavoidable in his formative years; he hadn’t followed the pop princess for her catchy tunes, but her videos had been fun and great eye-candy. Like a lot of teenaged sensations, she’d faded from public life after a few songs. He hadn’t thought of her in years except when he heard one of her songs on the radio.

      “What about you? How did you end up involved as a North Pole Unlimited associate?” he asked. The company had partner companies around the world. Working in the IT department meant Noel got to speak with a lot of them online as they communicated with head office. They had florists, bakeries, and games manufacturers but he couldn’t figure out how a singer would fit into the corporate structure.

      “They put out a new holiday album every couple of years. This year I contributed three songs to it. I did it all remotely, but I promised Nick Klassen that I’d stop by in person the next time I drove through Manitoba.”

      He suddenly wanted to hear that album. “What songs did you do?”

      She briefly looked at him, a huge grin on her face, before she returned her attention to the twisty, inclining road. “In a weird but relevant twist of fate, I sang my favourite Christmas carol of all time. ‘I’ll Be Home For Christmas.’ And here you are.”

      Noel laughed with her. “I approve of that choice. Although it’s not my favourite.”

      “What is your favourite?”

      “Grandma Got Run Over By a Reindeer.”

      “Another classic,” she said with a laugh. Merrily went quiet for a couple minutes as a convoy of semi-trucks passed them going in the other direction. Noel had a ton of driving experience, but none of it was in the mountains. He appreciated her caution, but he’d still prefer to be the one behind the wheel. “Do you like Christmas carols?” Merrily asked hesitantly.

      “Absolutely. I love Christmas. Carols were a constant in my house. Thankfully my mom didn’t play them twenty-four hours a day for weeks on end, so we didn’t get sick of them. They were a constant background for meals and presents and family nights in December. My aunt and her wife are the same way whenever we visit at the holidays.”

      “Would you mind if I put some on? Reception isn’t great for the next six hours or so, so I loaded my phone with a few playlists, and one is Christmas songs. The high-altitude snow after all the green in Vancouver is putting me in the holiday spirit,” she said.

      Honestly, all the green had freaked Noel out a little, too. “Go for it.”

      They made pleasant chitchat, and he watched the scenery until they pulled into Kamloops four hours later. Merrily’s Christmas playlist had ended three hours earlier, and he had offered an hour of classic heavy metal, which had been followed by some current top forty.

      But what Noel absolutely loved was that he—occasionally, barely audibly—heard Merrily singing along when she liked a song. He hadn’t found any pattern to the music that triggered her, but he felt like he’d had a private concert for most of the drive.

      Unfortunately, she caught his grin at a red light, and stopped in the middle of a word. “I was doing it again, wasn’t I?”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “I’m still sorry. I only do it in the car and I don’t have many passengers, so most people don’t know I’m a singalong addict,” she continued to apologize. “But I think it’s only fair that if you know one of my secrets, I should know one of yours. What have you got, Noel Sprouse, that isn’t harmful but that nobody else knows about?”

      He didn’t think that her love of music was anything to be embarrassed about. He understood a passion that overrode everything else, and, as it stood, music was relatively harmless. Noel waited until they had their subs and were eating at a picnic table outside the restaurant before he answered. “I created a Christmas app. I started working on it just before I got my degree. While I was at the conference, I figured out the final tweaks I need to make before I can release it.”

      “That’s cool. It sounds like a lot of work. What kind of app is it?”

      Noel paused. He hadn’t told a soul about this. Mostly because it wasn’t something he should be working on.

      After he retired from racing, he didn’t know what to do with himself. He’d gone through a string of interviews that his father had arranged, much to his dad’s frustration. They’d had more than one argument about Noel’s inability to commit to a new job. After he’d lost out on position number three, he realized that his dad had been right. Noel had buckled down to find something else he was interested in and had settled on website construction, but even after a year in school and getting his degree, his family was still certain he was going to abandon it for yet another new opportunity.

      He’d won the North Pole Unlimited internship through hard work and good luck. When they’d offered him a job at the end of the term, Noel had jumped on the chance. And he loved what he did. But he did have a shiny idea in his back pocket that he picked away at in his personal time.

      The problem was that if he told his bosses that he had created a holiday app, he was afraid questions would start about when he’d had time to work on it. Noel had been hired to do website maintenance. If they, like his family, thought he couldn’t stay focused on his assigned job for six months, he was doomed.

      “I’m calling it ‘Christmas Every Day’. You are assigned a daily task to keep the Christmas spirit alive throughout the year.” Noel grimaced; it sounded silly when he said it out loud. It had originally started as a calendar he was putting together for his mom and aunts, but he’d decided it would be fun to experiment with it. Hundreds of hours later, he had over six hundred Christmas activities stored on his phone tied to his digital calendar.

      “I love that idea. What would today’s activity be?”

      Noel knew December weighed heavily into community-oriented tasks. He called up December twentieth and read it. “Do a favor for a stranger.”

      Merrily laughed. “I already did that one. Can you tell me another one?”

      He pulled up a random month and read the task for August third. “Look at an old Christmas photo, and text hello to the person in it.”

      She nodded. “Good one.” Merrily pulled up her photos and scrolled for a while. “This is perfect!” she said, turning the screen to face him. It showed her in a Santa hat brandishing a wrapping paper tube at another young woman who was fending her off with a bag of ribbons and a stuffed reindeer. “That’s Ash. She was my hair, make-up, and wardrobe wrangler on my last studio album tour. I hear she’s working on the Mercer Brothers tour now.” She quickly attached the photo to a text. “Saw this and thought of you. Hope you are ‘wrapping’ things up on tour so you can have a relaxing Christmas. XO Merrily.” She hit send then looked up. “It’s been way too long since I said hi to her. That was a good idea.”

      “You don’t think it’s too juvenile?”

      “Did you see me in that picture? Juvenile isn’t an issue.”

      The second leg of their trip was all downhill. They took a quick stretch break at Salmon Arm, then pushed through to Banff, where they took a twilight walking break at the iconic Banff Springs Hotel to look at the lights and decorations. After that, they got hot chocolates to go for the final hour’s drive out of the Rockies into Calgary.

      Merrily pulled up to the entrance of the airport hotel twelve hours after she picked him up. “Thanks for your company today. It made driving through the mountains a little easier.”

      They were saying goodbye much too soon. Noel couldn’t remember the last time he’d spent so long in close quarters with a stranger and thought their time together had ended too quickly. He’d met singers and actors while he’d had his time in the limelight. Most of them hadn’t impressed him; Merrily had. She was funny, gorgeous, easy to talk to, and had great taste in music that thankfully extended beyond pop. He couldn’t have asked for more. Plus, she was unbelievably generous. “Thank you again for the ride. Because of you, I can get home tomorrow, catch my flight on Wednesday, and make it home to Montreal for Christmas. It’s going to mean the world to my family for me to be home this year.”

      “You’re very welcome. Good luck with the rest of your trip. And with your app. Let me know when it goes on the market.”

      That wouldn’t be happening any time soon, but it was nice to have some positive feedback from the first person who had ever seen it. “Thanks. I’ll do that.” He had saved her contact information knowing he’d never have a chance to use it again. Now maybe, someday, he’d have the chance.

      Noel checked in to his hotel, checked into his flight, and checked out a bunch of old Merrily Sweet videos until he fell asleep.

    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Untitled
      


      		
        NOEL AND MERRILY
      


      		
        Blurb
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Interlude
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Recipe: Grinch Cookies
      


      		
        JACK AND BELLE
      


      		
        Blurb
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        1. Belle
      


      		
        2. Jack
      


      		
        3. Belle
      


      		
        4. Jack
      


      		
        5. Belle
      


      		
        6. Jack
      


      		
        7. Belle
      


      		
        8. Jack
      


      		
        Interlude
      


      		
        9. Jack
      


      		
        10. Belle
      


      		
        11. Jack
      


      		
        12. Belle
      


      		
        13. Belle
      


      		
        14. Belle
      


      		
        15. Jack
      


      		
        16. Jack
      


      		
        17. Belle
      


      		
        18. Jack
      


      		
        Recipe: Bee’s Knees Squares
      


      		
        Also by Elle Rush
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		Also by Elle Rush


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/noelmerrilyjackbelle_ebook_npu4-copy.jpg
ELLE RUSH






