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      Scarlett St. James grew up poor and learned to dream small. After hitting the jackpot, her secret identity as the songwriter behind indie artist Tyler Lawson’s country songs has been exposed. She’s happy to share her music, but when her first public appearance ends in disaster, she decides small town life is good enough.

      Winning the lottery means Tyler Lawson can bail out his family’s ranch and pursue his country music dreams with a clear conscience. But the closer he gets to stardom in Nashville, the further he finds himself from Hopewell and Scarlett. She deserves to stand with him in the spotlight—but to get her there, he must prove that he means every word of the love songs he sings to her on stage.
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      Scarlett St. James froze, unable to decide what to select from the decadent bounty before her. Her choices included a meat and cheese charcuterie board with a basket of French bread rounds beside it, shrimp cocktail on ice, a fruit and dessert tray, and a platter of sandwiches.

      Tyler Lawson leaned forward and grabbed one of the martini glasses filled with shrimp and seafood sauce over crushed ice. “Go ahead. I know they’re your favourite. I ordered them just for you.”  He waved it tantalizingly in front of her. “You know you want to.”

      Her hand shot out, and she lifted it from his fingers before he could blink. “This entire spread is ridiculous. We’re in a limousine, not a restaurant, Tyler.” A very nice limousine as far as she could tell, not that she’d had a lot of experience in them. Nine months ago, she’d never seen one in person, and now she’d ridden in three. She was home from her second international trip ever, and it seemed like her partner in crime had gone all out to ensure it was memorable.

      She couldn’t believe that she’d had such an adventure with Tyler Lawson, of all people. His familiar brown eyes twinkled at her as he grabbed a handful of grapes. She may have known him since kindergarten, but they hadn’t really become friends till a few years ago. Even then their relationship was a delicate, tentative thing. They’d started with a shared love of coffee and music. It was only in the last couple years Scarlett could have imagined that she’d be hanging out with Tyler on a regular basis. But even then, taking a two-week international trip with the rancher was beyond her wildest dream.

      “You’re a millionaire, Scarlett. You should take advantage of that fact. You should have limos full of ridiculously expensive food and champagne parked in your driveway twenty-four hours a day.” Tyler picked up a roast beef sandwich and settled back into the leather-covered seats. He stretched his long legs out in front of him, sighing when they didn’t hit anything. “I could get used to being driven around in one of these. Between this and the first-class plane tickets, I won’t be able to sit behind the wheel of a tractor ever again.”

      “You could hire someone to drive the tractor for you, you know. You’re a millionaire too.”

      They both were multi-millionaires, and they had been for almost a year. Their small hometown in Manitoba was home to a dozen of them; not from oil strikes or stock investments, but because of a high school reunion and a split-second decision to buy a lottery ticket with a fifty-million-dollar jackpot.

      Scarlett had organized the Hopewell Secondary School ten-year reunion the previous summer. She’d tracked down all the members of her graduating class, but only a dozen former students had returned for the supper and dance. As they’d sat around and compared notes as to where they were in their lives after high school, a random comment led to a spur-of-the-moment joke, which turned into a trip to the local gas station to buy a lottery ticket. When the twelve of them got together the next morning, nobody was more shocked than her to discover they had the winning numbers.

      Scarlett had been one of the graduates who had never left Hopewell. Their most famous classmate, Cameron Irvine, left Manitoba after high school and moved to Toronto to pursue his acting career; he relocated to Hollywood a few years later and was now in a hit television show.

      After receiving her university degree, Cordelia Ito left the country and began teaching English as a second language at different schools around the world.

      Doug Little went away to medical school but had taken a contract with the local hospital to pay off some of his student loans. He’d planned to move right back to the city as soon as it was done, but life and love had other plans, and now he had a house and a fiancée in Hopewell.

      Freddy Turnbull joined the military and served across Canada until he resigned from the service just before their reunion. He’d since returned to Hopewell as well, and now owned a construction company.

      Andie Ronald didn’t come back by choice. An accident on the ice ended her successful hockey career. She’d come home to Hopewell to figure out her future and had found one with Freddy.

      Some of Scarlett’s classmates had gone away for college or university but had always planned on returning. Evelyn Richer got her business degree and then took a job with the local car dealership that was in direct competition with the one her family owned. Noah Long opened his own plumbing business in the area. Jonathan Gilbert had married a fellow teaching student, but he and his wife were divorced now. He’d become a teacher at their old high school. They all preferred the small-town life.

      Then there were the rest of them. Jason Nickel had graduated from high school by the skin of his teeth and went on to a series of temporary jobs, punctuated by parties and periods of unemployment. Kirby Campbell got married a month after graduating and moved to her husband’s multi-generational farm to start a new life as a farm wife. College hadn’t been an option for Scarlett; she’d been grateful to get a serving job at Ruth’s Place to help her mom pay the bills and support her little brother. Tyler also went right to work alongside his family on the Royal Oak Ranch, although, to be fair, he’d been working on the ranch since he was a kid.

      Then came that unforgettable night last June when Scarlett went from working to make rent to being able to buy the restaurant where she and her mom waited tables. She bought the house they’d rented for years. She established retirement investments for her mother, who’d been working much too hard for much too long to support them all. Then she set up an education fund for her little brother to pay for as many university degrees as he wanted. It was too late for her; she was twenty-nine already. But Scarlett was determined to ensure Junior would become whatever he dreamed.

      She’d stopped dreaming for herself a long time ago, but after the last week, Scarlett thought she might have quit too early.

      “Are you going to eat the other shrimp cocktail?” Tyler asked.

      “Go ahead, you ordered it. By the way, how did you even arrange all of this?” They’d set their alarms at the crack of dawn to be at the Nashville airport at eight in the morning, flown to Toronto, then had a four-hour layover before they could catch their flight to Winnipeg. When they’d stumbled off the plane at seven o’clock, Scarlett had been dreading the three-hour drive to Hopewell. That was when Tyler had revealed his surprise.

      When he said he’d take care of the drive home, she assumed he arranged for someone to meet them at the airport. She hadn’t expected a chauffeur to be waiting for them curbside. The man with the cute hat opened their door to usher them inside the limo, then loaded their luggage into the trunk. After he told them that he’d picked up the supper Tyler had ordered, he closed the privacy window, and they set out on the three-hour drive to Hopewell.

      “Once I confirmed our departure time from Toronto, I called a restaurant in Winnipeg and had everything scheduled. I’d already booked the limo and driver for the day, so it was easy to send him to get it. Have you tried the cheese? You should try the cheese.” He spun the charcuterie board like a roulette wheel.

      “Wait a minute. You’d already booked the limousine to drive us home? Why? Aren’t you worried what people will think?” People thought small towns were sleepy, but nothing was further from the truth when it came to the rumour mill.

      “They’ll think we’re celebrating. Because we are. Both of us. We’ve had a pretty incredible week, Scarlett.”

      She took a breath. “Right.” They did have incredible news. It was the reason she and Tyler had flown to Nashville in the first place.

      For the last three years, Tyler had been posting music videos he’d filmed himself online, just him having fun with his guitar. Once Scarlett found out about his somewhat secret music hobby, she volunteered to be his producer. She organized the video shoots and helped him choose his music, but she remained in the shadows. Nobody else had known of her involvement on his video channel.

      Once journalists started researching the twelve lottery winners, they’d stumbled across Tyler’s tiny but loyal following, and introduced his music to the world. It didn’t take long for a Nashville music executive to contact him to take advantage of his talent and rapidly growing fanbase.

      Tyler had dragged her along to Nashville because once he stopped doing covers of others’ chart-topping hits, he’d begun recording original music. Her music. Scarlett had sworn Tyler to secrecy the first time he used one of her songs, but now that lawyers and contract were involved, her name was bound to get out.

      But his would be out there first. “Are you ready for the cheering crowds? For the requests for autographs? For—”

      “Stadiums full of fans chanting my name?” Tyler joked.

      “You might have to wait for your first album to be released for that, but Tyler Lawson is about to become a household name as a country music star.” Scarlett wasn’t about to tell him he already looked the part. Tyler was authentic cowboy country, not movie-star country. He was well built from hard ranch work, and every female in Nashville had appreciated the results of that labour. His brown hair was short and had a permanent wave to it thanks to his ever-present cowboy hat. He had a year-round tan from working outside, even during a Manitoba winter.

      She’d been practically invisible for their entire trip. Just the way she liked it.

      “I’m going to get famous singing your songs. You’d better practice your autograph too,” he said.

      “Nobody ever notices the songwriter,” she scoffed.

      “They will when it’s you.”

      Scarlett wanted to argue with him but decided not to waste the energy when she knew that she was right. Unless the singer was the songwriter, nobody thought about where the music came from. Tyler smirked at her, but she ignored him and ate another shrimp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The shrimp cocktail was really good, but even more enjoyable was the look on Scarlett’s face when he reminded her that the world was about to learn the truth about the music that he’d been singing for the last two years. She may have told the executives at 36-86 Entertainment that Tyler Lawson made her songs sound good, but Tyler had overheard them talking about introducing Scarlett to other artists under their umbrella. They considered her a catch.

      So did he. For good reason. Scarlett was talented beyond belief and had a gift when it came to writing lyrics that resonated with emotion and life. She was intelligent and hysterically funny, all wrapped up in a gorgeous, blue-eyed, red-headed package.

      Not that he’d ever get her to believe any of those compliments. He’d had a terrible time talking her into their Nashville adventure in the first place, ultimately getting Scarlett’s mom to convince her to go since she didn’t seem to believe he’d want to have her along on the trip of a lifetime.

      Tyler took another sandwich, then stretched out along the comfortable leather seats and watched Scarlett’s reactions to his compliment. First, Scarlett turned white at the thought of people knowing about her previously hidden talents. Next, she turned red when he praised her. Finally, she turned blue in the face as she threw every argument under the sun at him, trying to find a way to make him agree that she and her songs weren’t that interesting.

      “You know I wasn’t the one who mentioned you first, Scarlett. Chris Pollard mentioned you by name when he contacted me.”

      “Thanks to you and your dumb idea of putting me at the end of the credits on your last video,” Scarlett mumbled. She looked at him, then at the dessert tray he was eyeing, and she reached out and took the biggest piece of chocolate torte on it. Then she stuck out her tongue at him.

      She knew he loved chocolate. Tyler also knew she couldn’t eat every dessert he ordered, and they were all chocolate themed. “Go ahead if depriving me of my chocolate makes you feel better. It’s not going to change the fact that the world is about to learn that Ms. Scarlett St. James of Hopewell, Manitoba, is a world-class songwriter. I might have music fans clamouring after me, but you’ll have other singers knocking down your front door, begging you to write for them. I want first dibs on your new material, though, Scarlett.”

      “But you don’t have to keep telling everybody,” she protested.

      “Yes, I do. Your name will be listed on the album. Music and lyrics by Scarlett St. James.”

      “Nobody looks at that stuff.”

      “They will after I mention it in all my interviews,” Tyler said. “Didn’t I mention? Chris thought it would be great publicity if I mentioned that I’d teamed up with another Hopewell millionaire on the album.” He laughed at the squeak that escaped her clenched teeth. Then he slipped the other piece of torte onto his plate. “You were the one who said I should do whatever the publicist suggested.”

      “That was for your sake.”

      “You should have been more specific.” The cake was so delicious he almost missed her next comment. Her big blue eyes looked at him so beseechingly that he almost agreed without thinking. “Can you repeat that, please?”

      The redhead sighed. “You don’t have to say anything around town, do you?”

      Scarlett was going to become famous in her own right no matter what he did. Tyler thought it would be better if she faced it on her own terms. Starting small seemed to be the best way to introduce her to the idea. Luckily Tyler had a plan for that too. “What if we ease you into it slowly? Let’s start by telling everyone at the next Winner Dinner, and you can see how they react.”

      The weekly supper they had with the other lottery winners had quickly become his favourite night of the week. Everybody wasn’t always in attendance—people travelled, like Jason on one of his gambling trips, or on business like him and Scarlett—but enough of them were around to keep the new tradition going. They appreciated the support from others who’d also had their lives and bank accounts turned upside-down at the same time.

      Scarlett didn’t agree immediately. It took a chocolate-covered strawberry and a cupcake before she nodded her reluctant agreement. “Will you beat up anybody who gives me a hard time?”

      Nobody would ever say a word against sweet Scarlett even on her worst day, but he’d be happy to play her white knight whenever she asked. “I promise. Then you can kill them in a song. You need to write a fishing song where Earl falls off the boat and gets eaten by a shark.”

      “For your next album.” But she smiled when she said it, so he knew she’d be okay.

      Tyler couldn’t wait to get back to Hopewell, for a few reasons. First of all, two weeks in Nashville was a very long time. Living in a hotel suite was fun, and room service and housekeeping were easy to get used to, but it wasn’t any way to live full-time. Tyler wanted to have fried eggs with day-old donuts for breakfast at Ruth’s Place. He wanted to fall asleep to the sound of crickets and cattle lowing instead of jet engines and taxi horns. He especially wanted his own bed.

      Second, two weeks with Scarlett had turned his world on its head. Over the last three years, she’d gone from former schoolmate to his secret music partner and new friend, to a fellow lottery winner and much better friend, to somebody he desperately wanted to date. But he didn’t want to scare her off by telling her so straight out. She was so shy that her defences were practically impenetrable. He’d hoped all the one-on-one time on their trip would be enough to crack her shell, but he’d barely made any headway. Now that they were heading back to Hopewell, he could enlist reinforcements.

      Finally, announcing his triumphant return to his hometown by arriving in a limousine was the icing on the cake of the news he was bringing with him. A three-layered chocolate cake of “it’s about time things started going his way.”

      What happened nine months ago had been a good start. Tyler had been twenty-eight years old and had already been working for his parents on the Royal Oak Ranch for a decade, along with his three brothers and his baby sister. It had been ten years of backbreaking work, and even so, all of them working together had barely kept the farm above water. If he didn’t love the land so much, it wouldn’t have been worth the effort, but family came first.

      Then the Maxx Millions jackpot happened, and four million dollars landed in his lap. His parents had refused a dime, saying it was his chance to escape the endless ranch cycle of good years with bad prices or bad years with good prices. He had no intention of doing that. Instead, he’d given his siblings half a million dollars each, which they used to buy out the family business. Now his parents had a salary and retirement plan, and they’d paid off all the ranch’s debts and upgraded the equipment. Much to his folks’ relief, it still left each of the kids with a little for the future. This looked like the first year in ages that the Royal Oak Ranch would come out ahead instead of breaking even.

      The lottery win had been more good luck than he was prepared to handle.

      Tyler hadn’t anticipated a second wave of good fortune, especially one that came from internet fame, but here he was. Now he had to keep the good times rolling, and he wanted Scarlett to be a big part of that. “By the way, I never asked… What were you working on over the last couple days? A new song?”

      Scarlett nodded. “Our tour of Music Row was incredible. It really got things flowing.”

      Incredible was one word for it. Educational was another. After two weeks of immersion in the country music capital of the world, his brain was overflowing with ideas. “Did you find any new sources of inspiration?”

      “Only about twelve,” she said. “You could get a whole new album out of that trip.”

      “I’ll take it. Write faster.”

      “You play faster,” she countered. Then Scarlett pointed out the tinted window. “Look at that.”

      All he saw were black fields and snowbanks, and he told her so.

      “That’s what I mean. The fields were all white when we left. Spring’s coming quickly.”

      He looked again and realized she was right. It was a long drive across the prairies from Winnipeg to Hopewell, almost three hours of nothing but farms and fields. It was a depressing trip in the winter, but as soon as the snow was gone, the landscape came alive. “I can’t wait for summer again.”

      “I don’t think we could top last year. Unless we have an eleven-year reunion?” Scarlett teased.

      The driver rolled down the window that separated his seat from the back. “Is this the turnoff, Mr. Lawson?”

      A quick glance showing the gas station at the crossroads of the provincial highway and the two-lane road leading west surprised him. Tyler had no idea their long drive was over already. “Yes, this is it. Can you take us to Ruth’s Place? It’s a restaurant. Keep driving down this road. Once you get into town, it’ll be on the right-hand side of the street.”

      The main drag wasn’t long, only a few blocks. The post office and grocery store took up most of one block. City hall and the park next door filled the next. Then they got to the town’s only restaurant.

      “Why are we going to the diner?” Scarlett asked.

      “Your mom asked if I could drop you off there.” It seemed like a small enough favour to Tyler at the time. “She’s not going to put you to work on the day you get back, is she? She has been running the place on her own for the past two weeks.” Mrs. St. James could have retired after Scarlett won her share of the lottery. In fact, he expected the announcement as soon as the money hit Scarlett’s bank account. Instead, Scarlett had purchased Ruth’s Place, the diner where she and her mom worked. At first, he thought it was a bad idea. They didn’t need the job security, and waitress positions didn’t seem to be anything to fight for. Then he realized it was more than that; it was a financial investment for the future of her family.

      That, he understood. He’d done the same. Helping his siblings buy out the ranch left his parents with a nest egg for their retirement and kept the farm in the family for the next generation. All the money in the world couldn’t replace that feeling of security.

      “No,” Scarlett said, pulling him out of his head. “It’s after nine.”

      The place was well-lit for being closed for the night. It was common to see a figure or two through the windows after hours, washing tabletops or mopping the floor. This time, the booths were still full.

      All heads turned as the limo pulled to the curb. Tyler waited for the driver to open the door for him, then he reached back for Scarlett’s hand to help her out. He knew the gesture would make her blush, which was why he did it. Scarlett was too sweet to do any serious teasing because she didn’t tease back, but this was harmless fun. Her mother would get a kick out of it.

      They left their luggage on the sidewalk, tucked against the building, and the driver waved as he made an exaggerated U-turn on Main Street before heading back to the city. “Do you know what’s going on?” he asked. The hours for Ruth’s Place were written in stone and had been for the last twenty years.

      “Not a clue.”

      He pushed the unlocked door open and ushered Scarlett through. The place was packed. All their friends. All their families. And as many acquaintances that could be shoehorned into the few remaining empty tables. The little space that wasn’t filled with people was filled with balloons.

      Then there was the cake that Mrs. St. James carried out of the kitchen. A huge sheet cake, with thick, white bakery frosting and little rosettes around the tray. Bigger, icing sugar roses filled one corner with a smaller spray on the other side, and filling the middle were the words “Congratulations, Tyler and Scarlett.”

      He bent close to Scarlett’s ear, which wasn’t hard since she was holding on to him so tightly her fingerprints were going to be permanently indented in his arm. “Um, Scarlett? That’s an engagement cake,” he whispered.
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      What was happening? Why was the restaurant still open? Why were all these people here? And why was there an engagement cake? Granted, Scarlett hadn’t told anyone except her mom the reasons she was taking a trip out of the country with Tyler, but her friends should know that she wasn’t the type to run away with a man. She and Tyler were business partners and friends, nothing more. Unfortunately for her. “Mom?” she asked.

      “Excuse the cake. When Junior told the grocery store that we wanted a congratulations cake, they jumped to conclusions. Patricia was annoyed that you hadn’t said anything to her, then apologetic about the mix-up. She offered to put music notes on it at the last minute, but we didn’t have time. I’m just glad it didn’t have baby booties on it,” her mom said.

      “Mom!”

      Alice St. James patted her arm. “Patience, Scarlett. All will be explained soon.”

      That’s what Scarlett was afraid of. Her mother had given her a lot: her red hair, her blue eyes, her passion for music. But her patience, or a lack thereof, Scarlett had got from the other side of the family. The grin on her mom’s face did nothing to ease her mind.

      “Friends and families of Tyler and Scarlett, thank you for coming out tonight to surprise our secretive set of Hopewellians and give them the recognition they both deserve,” her mom said, loudly and clearly so the whole restaurant paid attention. “Most of you don’t know this, but these two flew down to Nashville, Tennessee a couple weeks ago. They weren’t taking a vacation in Music City, USA. This was a work trip.”

      She leaned into the pair of them. “I’m not giving away any secrets here. I got this directly from the press announcements. I just knew where to look,” she said conspiratorially.

      Alice St. James turned back to the room. “According to the Music City News Blog, 36-86 Entertainment is proud to announce they have signed indie country music sensation Tyler Lawson to a two-album recording contract!”

      Scarlett had to pry her fingers off Tyler’s arm as he was dragged away for hugs and backslaps by his parents and brothers and sister. She was glad the rest of the world was finally getting a clue about how talented he was, but she didn’t envy his situation. His parents knew his videos existed, but she’d never known them to encourage his music. They had no idea his trip to Nashville had been anything more than a vacation to a place where he’d get to enjoy some concerts.

      But her mother wasn’t done.

      “If that wasn’t a cause for celebration on its own, we also have my daughter, Scarlett St. James, the very talented songwriter who has been nominated for Breakout Artist of the Year by the Canadian Songwriters Guild!”

      Now it was Scarlett’s turn to be passed around and hugged and cheered. She was too stunned to appreciate it.

      Andie Ronald and Freddy Turnbull, two of her fellow millionaires, got to her first. “I knew you had a secret. I knew it, didn’t I, Freddy?” Andie exclaimed, favouring her good knee even weeks after her surgery.

      “She did. She told me,” Freddy agreed, as he winked at Scarlett.

      Scarlett owed Freddy big-time. He’d cottoned on to her participation in Tyler’s music videos the previous fall, but he’d agreed to let Andie stumble onto the fact on her own. Fortunately, Andie was such a sweetheart that neither of them were willing to burst her bubble about her “discovery.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us about what you were doing?” Andie demanded.

      “I didn’t think it was a big deal. When Tyler and I started, we were goofing around. Nobody else was supposed to know,” she explained poorly. Her songs, Tyler’s singing, and the no-budget videos were supposed to be few moments of fun. In their pre-millionaire days, they were quiet, defiant acts to show the world that they may not have broken out of their small, hard existences, but that they were still fighting. She had no idea the world would soon be paying attention to both of them.

      “Well, everybody knows now. Congratulations on your nomination,” Freddy said, offering his own hug before he passed her on to two more friends.

      Blonde Evelyn Richer and black-haired Cordelia Ito spun her around. “This is the coolest thing since…” Cordelia started.

      “The reunion,” Evelyn finished. “I can’t believe you didn’t say a word to anybody, Scarlett! It’s always the quiet ones you have to watch out for.”

      Scarlett laughed. Evelyn had never been called quiet in her life. She had been voted “Most Popular” in high school and had gone on to use her gigantic, bubbly personality to vault herself to the top of the Salesperson of the Year slot at her job for four years in a row.

      “I for one am not surprised. You’ve always been cooler than you’ve let on.” Cordelia’s compliment really made Scarlett smile, since Cordelia personified cool. The Japanese Canadian fashion plate took the best from Paris, Rome, Tokyo, and wherever else she visited and blended them into a unique style that Scarlett envied. Cordelia looked like Scarlett thought a celebrity should look: classy and photo-ready.

      Scarlett ran her hands down her wrinkled top and worn jeans when Evelyn called for a selfie of the three of them. If any of what Tyler predicted about her dealing with more music executives and other singers came true, she was going to need a makeover. She’d need to ask her girlfriends for advice before things got even more public.

      Then they handed her off to a surprise guest. “Cameron! When did you get to town?” Scarlett asked.

      “A couple days ago.” The actor towered over her, and she wasn’t a runt
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however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
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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.
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copyright statement(s).
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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Software, subject to the following conditions:
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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
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.
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