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      Margo lifted the garden hoe and slammed the blade into the mossy grass at the edge of the muddy pond.

      Little splashes of mud spewed onto her jeans. She so wasn't dressed for this.

      Take some time, they'd said. Go relax. Figure out what you want to do next.

      A snake slithered from the edge of the bank into the open water. The water was so muddy, she could only see its head as it swam into the open water.

      She jumped, eeking out a scream, and fell backwards, landing squarely on her bottom.

      Looking to her left, her right, and behind her for more snakes that, thankfully, weren't there, she thought her heart was going to explode.

      Using the hoe as a prop, she quickly got to her feet.

      She wanted to run back to the cabin, away from the pond, but the sewer was backed up.

      The plumbing service charged triple rate on the weekends. And today was Saturday, of course. Saturday evening.

      The plumber who answered the phone had been kind enough to offer her a solution.

      If you could call it that.

      In Margo's world, cleaning out the debris at the end of a sewer line wasn't a solution. It was hell.

      There was a reason she'd never been to her grandfather's cabin in rural northern Louisiana.

      Margo's world was Dallas, Texas.

      Where a stopped-up sewer meant a phone call to the apartment supervisor. Not disturbing snakes at the edge of a pond.

      Grandpa had passed two years ago and to her knowledge no one in her family had been out here.

      Grandpa was a recluse. He hadn't like people. Margo's family - mother, father, stepmother, stepfather, two sisters, and a brother were city people.

      The youngest of four siblings, Margo knew nothing of life outside the city.

      And she liked it that way.

      But after a breakup with her boyfriend and being fired from her corporate job all in the same week, she'd made a tearful phone call to her father. Her stepmother had answered his cell.

      She'd always suspected that her stepmother didn't care much for her. Now Margo was all but certain.

      "You need some time to think. To reflect about what direction you want to go now. Your father owns a cabin, you know."

      And it had gone from there.

      Margo, holding the garden hoe at arm's length now, swiped at the grass at the edge3 of the pond again.

      Maybe the smartest thing to do was to just pack up and get a hotel for the night. There was a little town thirty minutes away.

      But, damn it, she'd brought enough food and supplies to last her a week.

      This would be the last time she listened to her stepmother, but she refused to give up so easily.

      She swiped at the grass again. The plumber said there would be a PVC pipe - he called it a field line, no doubt stopped up with grass and moss, that drained into the pond.

      She hit something hard with the garden hoe.

      Ah ha. She found it.

      Chopping diligently, she started clearing the area around the pipe.

      A little trickle of sweat dripped down her back. This was harder than cardio at the gym.

      A train whistle echoed through the air. Just before she heard the deep chugging sound of a... train.

      She froze.

      Her first thought was a tornado.

      But the skies were clear. No sign of storms in sight.

      And there had been no bad weather in the forecast.

      The train was getting closer.

      No. There could be no train.

      She'd driven over what used to be railroad tracks about a half a mile from here.

      The old railroad bed had some broken tracks and even little pine trees growing up in the middle of it.

      The steel tracks had even been removed from the dirt driveway that led to her grandfather's cabin.

      No train was going to cross that track.

      She'd checked google earth before she came out here. She didn't remember any train near here.

      She stood very still as the train passed by, though not close enough to see. She waited for the sound of it crashing off the tracks. For it to reach the spot where there were no tracks.

      But instead it just passed on by.

      The whistle blew again off in the distance.

      As she stood there, wondering if she'd imagined it, she noticed that the light had changed.

      It looked like what she could only think to call old-timey. Sepia.

      It was going to be a full moon tonight.

      Her ex-boyfriend would even know the name of the full moon. He was always spouting off some kind of astronomical information.

      He belonged to an astronomy club - a Star Gazer Club - that had ultimately cost them their relationship.

      That and the girl he met on one of those trips.

      Margo needed to get this done and get back inside. It was going to be dark soon.

      She used the hoe to hit at the pipe again.

      But the pipe wasn't there.
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      Things certainly looked different in this weird evening light.

      Margo started up the hill from the pond, using her garden hoe as a walking stick.

      She decided she must be walking back to the cabin a different way than she'd come earlier.

      Earlier when she'd walked to the pond, she'd walked down a lawn. In retrospect, she wondered who'd been mowing the grass.

      But anyway, now she walked along a dirt path with pine and oak trees on either side. The pine needles smelled fresh and clean.

      Despite her affinity for the city, she could appreciate the fresh air as well as the fragrant tree scent. It smelled like walking inside a pine scented candle.

      The path wound its way around.

      Lost. She was definitely lost.

      She took out her cell phone and clicked it open.

      No service.

      "Of course there's no service," she muttered under her breath.

      There had to be a way out of this. A logical way. Without panicking.

      She'd just go back and start over.

      She turned around following the path to the pond. But looking from the pond up the hill, there was no freshly mowed lawn.

      Instead there were two dirt paths. One to the left - where she just came - and one to the right.

      She took the right one this time. Like the other one, it was no more than a dirt path through the trees.

      As she walked along the path, she noticed... a boot.

      A man's lace-up leather boot lay to one side of the path.

      She studied the boot a moment and glanced around for its mate.

      But there was only the one.

      She bent down and picked it up by the laces.

      It was quite worn. Any brand names or tags were worn off. There wasn't even a visible size.

      The laces had been repaired several times if the knots were any indication.

      How did someone lose one boot?

      Still holding the boot by the laces, she took it with her and continued along the path hoping it would lead her to the cabin.

      She heard the approaching horse before she saw it.

      Holding her garden hoe closely, prepared to use it to defend herself, she stepped to the side of the path and waited as the horse and rider came toward her.

      The man wore a hat - not a cap, but a hat. And he had a beard.

      Hence, she couldn't tell much at first glance about what he looked like. She couldn't really tell if he were young or old. She mentally put him somewhere in the middle.

      His clothes were dirty, though, and his white shirt was stained and ripped at the shoulder.

      Reaching her, the man pulled on the reins and stood looking down at her.

      It occurred to Margo that the man was trespassing on her family's property.

      It also occurred to her that someone was keeping the yard mowed, so she had to be careful about accusing anyone of trespassing.

      Besides, she'd probably never come here again, so she wasn't sure she really cared if a man rode his horse along her grandfather's path.

      What did concern her, however, was that she was out here alone.

      She had that same awareness of being alone that she occasionally got when she walked alone through a parking garage.

      Too many episodes of Criminal Minds.

      "Good evening," the man said, tipping his hat.

      Margo smiled. The man was being a gentleman. Maybe she wasn't so far away from Dallas after all.

      Then he moved his gaze to the boot that she carried. "Where did you find that?"

      "Back there..." The man was wearing a matching leather boot. "Is this yours?"

      "Unfortunately, I fear it might be."

      Her gaze was drawn back to his clear blue eyes. "How did you lose a boot?"

      An amused expression hidden beneath his beard, he urged his horse back a little and turned enough that she could see his other side.

      His right foot was hidden inside a white bandage. "I met with an unfortunate... incident at the Battle of Sharpsburg."

      "Sharpsburg?" She took a step back. Battle?

      "Antietam." His expression was serious. "Unfortunately, it was a Union victory."

      Margo admittedly never had much interest in history. She was far more concerned with the future. Always had been.

      But even she recognized Antietam as the bloodiest day of the American Civil War. "Are you one of those reenactors?"

      He cocked his head to the side. "Even though we lost the battle, I would never wish anyone to experience a day like that again."

      Until three days ago when the company she'd loyally stayed with for three years had downsized, Margo sat behind a desk all day. She was at work by seven thirty. Pilates at eleven followed by a lunch at Noon. A cocktail after work, usually around six o'clock with three, sometimes four, coworkers. Then either dinner with said coworkers or take out at home.

      A good weekend involved seeing a movie or reading a novel. Usually both. Shopping Most weekends were dedicated to sleeping late, getting in a run, laundry, and a yoga class.

      She saw her family on holidays, but they weren't what anyone would call close.

      Margo had never been on a horse and the last thing on her mind was history.

      She held the boot up so the man could take it from her. "Hopefully you'll need it soon." This place had gotten much too strange.

      The man looked strange and talked strange. As her best friend would say, if it quacks like a duck...

      It was time for her to go.

      Getting a hotel was sounding like a better and better idea.

      "Thank you," he said. Then, as she stepped away from him, "might I ask you something, Miss?"

      Margo stopped and, without turning, waited. It would be rude to keep walking, but she didn't answer.

      "Where are you going?"

      His voice was smooth, like warm honey, but there was an edge to his voice. A gruffness beneath the warmth.

      "To the cabin," she answered, still without turning.

      "Then perhaps I should ask where you walked from."

      She lifted her chin and turned around. "The pond."

      He looked confused. Then he seemed to understand. "You used the boat."

      "Boat?" Now she was confused. "There's no boat."

      "Well, you had to get here somehow."

      She shrugged. "I drove."

      "Would you kindly tell me where your buggy is."

      She forced a smile. "I really have to get back. It's getting late."

      "Indeed. Though there's a full moon tonight," he said, looking up. Then he looked back at Margo. "You don't want to be out here alone." Then as though on impulse, he added "I'll escort you."

      Margo shook her head, but she couldn't ignore the sense of relief that coursed through her veins. She seemed to be walking in circles, so it would be obtuse to dismiss him out of hand.

      And even the company of this stranger was welcome. "That's very nice of you. But I didn't catch your name."

      "Emmett," he said with a nod. "At your service." Emmett turned his horse around. "The cabin, you say?"

      Margo nodded and walked along beside his horse.

      "There's only one cabin within miles of here." His tone was conversational now.

      "I know," she said, wondering what to make of him.

      Emmett ran one hand along his thigh as he deftly held the reins with the other. "Are you aware that the cabin belongs to me?"
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      Margofroze. Her white red-bottomed leather sneakers glued to the damp ground.

      The fresh pine tree scent was starting to give her a headache. Her body probably didn't know what to do with all this fresh air.

      She just wanted to get back to the cabin. Open the bottle of pinot noir she'd brought with her. It would last her all week.

      Maybe.

      With all these strange occurrences going on, maybe not.

      The stranger's horse snorted as the man -Emmett - brought him to a stop next to her.

      "The cabin belonged to my grandfather," she said carefully.

      There were a number of explanations for the man's claim.

      He could have bought the house. Her family wasn't high on the communication scale and, besides, she had no cell phone service. Maybe her coming here had spurred her father into selling.

      The man could be a squatter. Here in rural Louisiana, a man could live in an empty house for months, even years and no one would know. The fact that her family hadn't even come out here since her grandfather's passing was testament to that possibility.

      Maybe her grandfather had taken the man in. She looked at him out of the corner of her eyes. Made an effort to gauge his age a little better.

      He was looking down at her again, but this time his eyes were twinkling with humor.

      She noticed with surprise that he had clear blue eyes. Blue like the Texas bluebonnets that dotted the Texas interstates.

      He had full red lips behind that scraggly beard and what looked to be clear smooth skin.

      She could see a kindness about him beneath that formal facade that he exuded. With his formal speech and manners.

      "Well," he said. "We must be talking about two different cabins then."

      "Very likely," Margo agreed, taking a step forward, with a sense of relief.

      "I built this cabin myself from the ground up."

      Margo nodded. "Definitely two different cabins. My grandfather's uncle built mine." She looked at him sideways. "And you're definitely not my grandfather's uncle."

      He grinned and Margo blinked rapidly. This man was handsome behind the ragged clothing and scraggly beard.

      They reached the cabin then. Or, Margo corrected, a cabin.

      It was built in the same design as her grandfather's cabin. A deep covered porch across the front. Four steps up with two wooden chairs on either side of the door.

      There was a small oak tree to the right of the house, not big enough yet to provide shade. There was also a tree outside her grandfather's cabin, in the same place, but it stretched tall, to the sky, providing plenty of shade.

      Emmett gingerly dismounted and looped the reins over a hitching post near the door.

      "Come on in," he said, limping toward the steps.

      Margo followed. He was right. She didn't want to be caught outside at night.

      She'd already seen a snake. That was bad enough without accounting for bears and wolves and who knew what else was out here.

      Stepping inside the cabin, her head spun with deja vu.

      She sat on the sofa in the cabin's main room while Emmett knelt in front of the fireplace and got the fire going.

      He stood up and swept a hand over his waist. "I haven't had a chance to get cleaned up since I got home. Would it be all right with you if I excused myself a few minutes...?"

      "Of course," she said, waving him off. "Take your time."

      A few minutes later, Margo was alone in a cabin that was an exact replica of her grandfather's.

      She stood in front of the fireplace a few minutes, then turned and surveyed the cabin.

      She stood in the main room - a living room and a kitchen. If it was like her grandfather's cabin, and she was certain it was, it had one large bedroom through the door off the kitchen.

      The cabin was newer, yet more old-fashioned at the same time. Instead of a regular stove, this cabin had a wooden burning stove. Instead of a television in the middle of the kitchen table, there was an empty wicker basket.

      The room darkened quickly, but there were no light switches.

      A few minutes later, Emmett came out in clean clothes. His hair was damp as though he'd just showered and he'd shaved.

      He was much younger than she'd thought. He still had the bandage wrapped around his left foot and limped along on one boot. But he was a handsome man.

      "You can use the bedroom," he said. "I'll sleep out here on the couch."

      "I don't mind the couch," she said.

      "I insist. It's warmer out here now, but once the fire dies down, you'll be glad you're under the quilts." He went into the kitchen and poured a glass of water from a pitcher and handed it to her.

      She took a step toward the bedroom, then stopped. "There's no light?"

      "There are candles." He poured water into a second glass and drank deeply.

      At her blank look, he went into the bedroom and came back with a lit candle in a little wooden lantern.

      She glanced into the darkness behind him. The bedroom was lit only by the full moon. "You know what? I think I'll just sleep out here on the couch."

      Turning, she walked around to the couch and sat back down. Emmett shrugged and, setting the candle lantern on the kitchen table, opened the cupboard and started digging around.

      She stared into the flames and wondered how she'd ended up here. In the wrong cabin.

      She took out her cell phone and checked again for service. Still nothing.

      She stared into the flames for a few minutes, then looked at some photos she'd taken earlier.

      She'd taken one of the fireplace in her grandfather's cabin. Though it didn't have a fire going in it, it looked just like this one.

      She zoomed in on the empty fireplace.

      The name Emmett had been chiseled into the stone.

      Emmett?

      She went to the fireplace and slid onto her knees. Looked past the flames.

      There, chiseled into the back of the fireplace was the name Emmett.

      Emmett was standing behind her now.

      She looked at him over her shoulder. "Emmett? Is this your name in the stone?"

      He grinned sheepishly. "I did that before I left for the war. You know, just to leave my mark."

      She looked from her phone to the name at the back of the fireplace. It was exactly the same. From the way it looked chiseled a little deeper on the left and swayed up just a little at the right.

      She sat back on her heels.

      This was the same cabin.

      The same but different.

      "Are you sure you are all right?" Emmett asked, sitting on the couch behind her.

      She shook her head. "No. What year is it?"

      "1862." He didn't hesitate.

      The pipe in the pond. The train. The tree.

      And now this. The name - his name - chiseled at the back of the fireplace.

      No phone service.

      Margo caught her breath as everything slid into place.

      She was no longer in her own time.

      She was sitting squarely in the past.

      "Emmett," she said. "I think I need your help."

      Emmett was standing next to her now, holding out his hand.

      She laughed to herself and put her hand in his.

      He helped her up and they sat together on the couch, both staring into the flames.

      Perhaps tomorrow she'd wake up back in her own time.

      She didn't know how it was supposed to work. Except that no one believed it was possible.

      Perhaps that was because time travel was a one-way ticket. That would explain why no one believed it was real.

      If this was her time now, at least she had Emmett.

      Emmett seemed like a kind man. And he was definitely handsome.

      "Emmett?" she said. "What happens if I can't find my way home?"

      Emmett seemed to consider for a moment. "Then you'll stay here." He nodded definitively. "This will be your home."

      The full moon streamed in through the window casting the magical glow of a moon beam across them. The fire crackled in the fireplace and an owl hooted outside.

      But she was safe and warm inside the little cabin.

      She'd left nothing behind. Nothing of any importance.

      But here in 1862 she had the possibility of happiness.

      In the light of the full moon, she realized that she'd come home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [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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