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      Many thanks to the readers who took the time to review The Unlived Lives of Raymond Quinn, the first book in the “Unlived Lives” series.

      

      
        
        “Perfect for anyone who likes a bit of everything—philosophy, adventure, and a good, page-turning plot. One of my top books for 2024…”
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        “Very interesting and intriguing delve into alternative lives emanating from one young man’s tragic demise during the war in Vietnam.”
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        “This is an excellent story to read about life decisions, second chances and one that will have you thinking about your own life choices.”
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        “The author explores complex themes including life and death, the afterlife, and the rippling consequences of our decisions.”
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        "Thought-provoking read that has inspired a litany of ‘what if’s’ relative to this reviewer’s own life. Enjoyed this well-written book very much."
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        “It presents a hauntingly reflective journey of life, memory, and fate. Thought-provoking twists will keep your attention as layers of Raymond's life unfold.”
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        “A good read for fans of science fiction and history or anyone who has ever wondered about the existence of parallel universes.”
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        “What began as an apparent thriller/mystery as to how the protagonist found himself in his present situation, evolved into a narrative spanning 50 years involving multiple characters, countries, and conflicts.”
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        “If you’re drawn to psychological depth, mystery, and the exploration of the human condition, this book is for you.”
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        “If you like parallel universe stories like Blake Crouch's 'Dark Matter,' you need to meet Raymond Quinn. ”
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        “There are two things you should remember when dealing with parallel universes. One, they're not really parallel, and two, they're not really universes.”

      

      

      
        
        Douglas Adams, British science fiction writer
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      "My name was Đoàn ăn Giáp. I was Vietnamese. I was a soldier during the Chiến tranh kháng chiến chống lại Mỹ, Vietnamese for Resistance War against America, in what Americans called the North Vietnamese Army. The Vietnamese name was Quân Đội Đội ân Dân Việt Nam—in English, the People's Army of Vietnam."

      How long ago?

      A corridor lined in wood, infused with centuries of incense, recalling a bygone era, leading to a room meant only for one. Nothing on the walls other than a single mirror reflecting an expressionless face. Sometimes a sanctuary, sometimes a prison. Giáp enters, his existence complete except for...

      The war no longer matters; it all happened so long ago. You now exist to help others discover where they are meant to be. You know what they don’t. They are dead, you are dead, and they must find their eternal, infinite, immortal existence. You will help guide them to that.

      Sitting on his plank bed, the rank odor of musk rising from his clothes, hinting at death long passed, he wondered.

      Why not me as well?

      Look behind you, Giáp, at the wall. What is its purpose? Is it meant to keep you in or others out? Which is it, Giáp? Why have you not questioned the wall?

      Giáp turned slowly. The wall, now almost translucent, beckoned him to enter through an opening seemingly too small for him to pass through. He questioned, Where to do what?

      Faintly at first, getting louder, a voice whispered his name.

      "Come, Giáp, your time is now. Come with me, I will take you."

      The voice sounded like his own, like that of Raymond Quinn, like Shelly Bennett.

      He stood, taller than the opening, moving slowly toward the wall, entering another time and place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      You insisted that Raymond be at Other Worlds with you and Don. Why weren't you there?

      Must there be a reason for everything?

      Yes, but in many cases, including this one, we often don't want to admit what is so obvious to others. You have glimpsed only a small fraction of the countless lives you could have lived. You acknowledged they weren't what you wanted your eternal life to be. You had valid reasons for not choosing them. Do you feel the same about this last one?

      Good reasons? We're talking about how my soul will exist forever. Do you want me to pick one of the few lives I might have lived had I made different choices? You tell me to choose carefully. And now, for the first time, you ask if I have good reasons for not choosing one unlived life. What makes whichever life I choose so special?

      I am you, Shelly; you know everything you need to know. The only difference is that I acknowledge what you prefer to hide from yourself. You are choosing an eternal future for your immortal soul. I have told you to do so carefully. You know what you must do, but you haven't admitted to yourself what that is. Until you do, your soul will not find rest.
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      Shelly's second trip to Antigua, this time without Raymond, wasn't quite what she had expected. Her age, along with memories of both of them being much younger, led her to question why she had returned to Antigua.

      What did I expect? I’m older now, and Raymond is too, assuming he's even alive.

      She went through the motions of a tropical beach holiday, swimming, sunning, and snorkeling. But everything reminded her of her first trip, almost twenty years earlier.

      I didn't appreciate everything we shared back then, but I do now. It's not the same without him. And now, whether I want to or not, I have the strangest dreams about him almost every night. He talks to me. He wakes me up, and I know I am not asleep. He asks me questions. I answer him. If that's not true, I must be losing my mind.

      Shelly convinced herself this was real; she and Raymond were connecting through their dreams. But she wouldn't tell anyone for fear of seeming crazy.

      Shelly’s last day at the beach ended, and she headed back to the hostel to prepare for her final night in Antigua. Susan and Anne had left the day before, and while she enjoyed their company, she also valued the peace of her alone time in the room they shared. One last night—dinner alone at Caribbean Pisano—and then it was time to leave... She couldn't say to what or where.

      I could have stayed here a few more days, but why? It wasn't the same with Susan and Anne. Better than being alone, but I am ready to leave. Too many ghosts of my first trip with Raymond.
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      "Will your friends be with you again tonight, Shelly?" Enrique, the waiter who served the three of them during their two visits to Pisano, asked as he walked to the same table they had sat at before.

      "No, just me tonight. They left for home yesterday. I’m leaving tomorrow."

      “Sad to see you all go; you had so much fun together. I enjoyed serving you.”

      “Thank you, Enrique. We enjoyed your company too. We referred to you as our first and only 'boyfriend' on this trip.” Seeing him blush, Shelly added, "Oh, come on, Enrique, you knew we were flirting with you, and not just because you were the only guy around who paid any attention to us. Three older women, we made the best of it, and you loved the attention."

      Thoroughly embarrassed, Enrique fumbled to open the menu and handed it to Shelly.

      "Can I get you a Wadadli?"

      "I thought you'd never ask, and keep an eye on my glass. When it's close to empty, bring me another."

      Shelly drank beer with Susan and Anne, but tonight she did so because she was afraid of being alone. She didn't intend to get drunk, but she wouldn't go to bed completely sober.

      Raymond, if I dream of you again tonight, I don't want to feel sad. Being alone is one thing; feeling sad and alone is another. It’s better to be slightly drunk and asleep.

      But Shelly wasn't getting the pleasure she expected from drinking, nor did she enjoy dinner. She finished, stood up to leave, and thanked Enrique, hugging him. The two of them said they looked forward to seeing each other again on her next trip to Five Islands Village. Shelly wasn't sure if Enrique honestly thought she would come again. She knew she wouldn't.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Back in her hostel room, alone, Shelly looked around, making sure to gather all her belongings as she packed for her departure the next morning.

      Why is packing to go home always more difficult than packing to leave home? Sad, too, knowing I will likely never be back here again.

      Her things in order, she set an alarm for 7:00 AM, leaving time for a quick breakfast before the short walk to the shuttle that would take her back to V.C. Bird Airport. Everything ready, now in bed, she soon fell asleep.
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      Was it worth the trip? Would you do it again?

      I'm not sure. I'm disappointed you weren't with me. However, I might have been more disappointed had you been here.

      Really? How so?

      You have to know, Raymond. We are dead! We 'encounter' each other, but we are not together. What kind of relationship is that? And now in these crazy dreams I'm having. If this is to be our immortal 'unlived lives’, what is the point?

      These dreams might lead us to something else, Shelly. Something more real than our lives were before we died.

      Do you honestly think so? I don't. We spent time together as kids in Antigua and later, after the war, as young adults in Vietnam. We travelled together through Europe, ultimately to Zimbabwe, and you know how that ended. You also know, none of that happened. Asian made it clear that we were experiencing bits and pieces of lives we could have lived had we made different choices. That’s not life.

      I don't know what I know, but what if our eternity is just what you said? What do we do then? You are not happy, but you should consider how much worse things could have been. Shelly, wake up!

      As if shaken by an unseen force, Shelly sat up in bed, seeing nothing in the dark room. She turned on the bedside lamp, looking around as if she expected someone to be there.

      That was Raymond. I remember everything we said. He's reaching out to me. Does he know I am awake?

      "Raymond, talk to me. I dreamed we were talking, it was too real for us not to be."

      What would I do if he talked to me? Ghosts don't speak; they keep people awake at night. But I wasn't awake, I was sleeping, dreaming. Every night, I dream he is talking to me, and not about what has happened to each of us separately. We discuss us as a couple. Maybe he is right. We could be living our eternal lives. If so, at least we are together in some way.

      And what if that is your eternal unlived life? Would that satisfy you?

      It would have to if that's all there is.

      Pay close attention. What we say to each other in those dreams is important. They form the foundation of our eternal lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      "Come in, Ray, sit down."

      Unsure where he was, Raymond did as the voice instructed.

      "What is this place?" Looking for something he recognized, he finally saw Asian.

      “It doesn't matter, Ray. What matters is that we are together again to finish what we started. You ask questions, searching for answers, and now you are questioning this place. What do you see?”

      Raymond looked around, hoping to see something familiar.

      “I will tell you, Ray. We are an anomaly—a product of our two minds working separately and together. There are no walls, no floor, and no ceiling—just you, the American soldier, and me, the NVA soldier, no longer enemies. Notice the smell, Ray? Burning human waste. Are you surprised that your enemy's body waste, once burned, smells just like yours? Two opposing soldiers, so different, yet not different at all, on this basic human trait. Isn't it time to reflect, not on our differences but instead, on what makes us the same?”

      Looking around, Ray saw shapes form and change, colors separate and converge to create new shades he had never seen before; all this, along with a somewhat comforting low-frequency hum, made him feel at ease. He hadn't felt this way when he first met Asian. But so much had happened since then, and was happening now; he accepted it.

      "I'm here for a reason, aren't I, Asian?

      "Yes, you are. Do you know what that reason is?"

      "Shelly’s dreams?"

      "Do you know what that means?"

      "Shelly and I have contacted each other. We are communicating with each other."

      "You are not certain of that, but yes, you are. And while Shelly thinks so too, she also has doubts. She wakes up hearing you reply, believing that proves you are communicating. However, as you will soon learn, your dreams aren't the only way you can speak to each other."

      "She wants to know if this is the alternative life we are both destined to live? Is speaking to each other in our dreams as together as we will ever be? If I am talking to Shelly while dreaming, I need to know."

      “All you’ve learned about your immortal existence, you've discovered on your own. I've told you nothing, taught you nothing. There is no end to the process of discovery. You gain knowledge without ever knowing certainty, but you can learn from your dreams. Live them, Ray. Tell Shelly she must do the same. You could have returned to your unhappy existence, but no longer. Accept that, and you will continue to learn more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Shelly, I've been with Asian again. He said we are evolving. Our immortal lives are not settled, our relationship is not yet determined. We must pay attention to our dreams.

      Someone else said something very similar. 'These are not simply dreams, Shelly; they are the basis for the rest of our eternal lives.' That was you, Raymond. We are talking to each other in our dreams!

      Yes, but what does that accomplish?

      You also said, 'What we say to each other in those dreams is important.' We communicate with one another. This will lead us to the immortal, unlived lives we both want to experience. Isn't that what Asian is telling you?

      What do we want, Shelly? We know what we don't have, but what do we truly want? That is what we should dream about. Our future, not our past. I want contentment and peace of mind, taking responsibility for what I can, accepting what I cannot. But how do we know what that is?

      I don't know, Raymond, but at least we have a starting point. We are experiencing something extraordinary. Previously, I thought our immortal existences would be similar to our mortal lives. Possibly less threatening, less complicated, but more similar than not. Now I see it is much more than that.

      Ok, but what do we dream about? It can't be material things; as you said, we are dead.

      Shelly smiled to herself. "It hadn’t occurred to me until now that what was important to me when I was alive might not be the same when I was dead. But I know that now. That is progress, and speaking of which, I'm telling you this now, not dreaming it. Do you hear me, Ray? I am not dreaming."

      In separate parts of the multiverse, light-years of time apart, possibly for eternity, they suddenly found themselves able to communicate as though both were in the same room.

      "I hear you, Shelly. Other than a few short letters, there's never been an 'us' in mortal life, only our strange 'encounters'. The first after my death, five years later after yours, all in our unlived lives. But as Asian often says to me, we are blessed to have this renewed chance at immortal life. I never fully understood what he meant by that. I do now. We must not waste this, Shelly. We have to define 'contentment' and 'peace of mind' to have a chance of achieving it."

      Shelly heard every word Ray said, realizing she also knew what he would say before he spoke.

      “Our communication is complex, no longer constrained by time or space. And if that’s true for you, tell me what I’m thinking right now, Ray.”

      Choosing not to speak, Ray answered in thought.

      It means there are no limits to what we can accomplish. It means we are together across the entire multiverse. Asian never said this would happen, but he knew it would. He read my thoughts. He had reached a level of being unavailable to mortals, and only a few, including us, have achieved it.

      For the first time, both understood their immortal unlived lives began the moment each of their mortal lives ended. The task before them now was to define what they would do, separately and together.
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      Asian?

      Yes.

      Raymond looked around, expecting to find himself in Other Worlds with Asian, possibly including the barista. Instead, he was in a completely different place. A room of sorts, but like no other he had experienced. The walls shifted colors, moving so slowly that he hadn't initially noticed. The air was pleasantly fresh, as though outdoors, with a comforting scent that reminded him of light incense without smoke. No tables, chairs, no barista or customers, and no Asian. A low musical hum throughout the room. Without knowing where he was or why, Raymond sensed he was where he should be.

      "You asked to meet and talk."

      Raymond recognized the voice as Asian. He saw a blurry image of him emerging through the walls around him, growing closer. Finally, they were sitting comfortably in chairs that hadn't been there before.

      "Yes, I did, Asian."

      "Will this discussion begin where our last left off?"

      "No, it will not; too much has changed for that to happen. I understand what I did not before. I've accepted being dead. I know I have visited lives I might have lived had I made different choices, including two with Shelly. You made it clear that I had to select the one person I wanted my eternal, unlived life to be with. I chose Shelley. I assumed I would find something that appeared to be very similar to the mortal life I thought I had been living. Maybe that will still be the case, but as of this moment, I doubt that it will."

      "Do you have some idea what it will be, possibly what you would like it to be?"

      "What it will be, yes. What it will be like, I'm not sure. Shelly and I are communicating through thought and voice. Clearly communicating. She may be able to hear or sense what I am saying to you now. She has recently."

      “Recently? A way you marked time in your mortal life. Time as you once knew it no longer applies to you, Ray. All measurements of time are now meaningless to you, Shelly, and me. We have all the time in the world and no time at all for eternity.”

      Raymond considered what Asian said before responding.

      "As much as I have learned, there is so much I don't know. Isn’t that so, Asian?"

      "Not so much what you don't know as it is the need to acknowledge your new reality. Please excuse the expression; that will take time, Ray."

      “Shelly and I have entered a new dimension of existence. We are not what we were, and we are not yet what we will eventually become.” 

      Looking around at the translucent color-shifting walls, Raymond continued.

      "Wherever I am now is a fitting representation of our questions. What is this place? What am I? What is Shelly? Will we find answers to these questions and more, and if so, when? What can we do to accelerate our learning?"

      "Start by not concerning yourself with time-related change. 'When', 'how long', 'accelerate' have no meaning for you. However, I will provide a partial answer to your questions. When we first met, do you recall struggling to accept me saying you were dead and had been for over forty-six years? Do you recall being unable to process lost time at Other Worlds, including how and when you went home at night, when you came back the next day, always finding yourself sitting in one of the chairs, not knowing when or even if you had left?"

      Raymond knew that everything Asian said to him carried meaning. But being reminded of their first meeting, forced to accept his mortal death once more, took Ray back to a time and place he hoped he would never revisit.

      "I do, although I wish I didn't. It still bothers me."

      "And it will until you find it no longer does. You are glad you and Shelly are emerging from a very dark place to one more promising. That is real, but you have much to learn to complete the process. If you wish, as you call it, to 'accelerate' what you still must learn, remind yourself that time is no longer a dimension for you. It may seem a small matter, but doing so will help you. Eventually, the beginning of this transformation will fade from your memory."

      "I understand, but is there anything more you can tell me? Something I can share with Shelly, that we should or should not do during this transitional process?"

      "Nothing you do not already know."

      You will know when it is time to leave a place, person, or situation. Do not minimize the importance of what you choose. Do not put off deciding to change something you know is wrong. Doing so is a decision the consequences of which will end your ability to choose your immortal life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “Asian and I talked. He confirmed what we suspected. We are transitioning from our mortal lives to our immortal existences. He said we should not think in terms of time, a dimension that no longer applies to us. We have as much time, or no time, to become whatever it is we want to be, together or apart. We will slowly become more comfortable with our new reality."

      Shelly listened carefully, hearing but not fully understanding what this meant. However, she had an immediate question for Raymond.

      "You said, '... to become whatever it is we want to be together or apart'. What do you mean by that, Raymond? I thought we were together as we briefly were in our mortal lives, and in our search for each other after death. We were for me, not for you? Shouldn’t you at least be certain about that much as you attempt to transition to your immortal life?"

      Raymond heard what Shelly said, her words devoid of any emotion.

      True in Antigua when we were young, later in Vietnam, Europe, and Zimbabwe, which did not end well. You said you would go with me to Germany. You didn’t, nor did you tell me that you wouldn't. We did better in Vietnam and Europe, both mostly on your terms. And finally, in Zimbabwe, until you ordered me to leave your apartment. We are in transition, is our relationship as well?

      Having heard Raymond's thoughts, Shelly responded.

      “I understand our history might make you question our future together. All you think now happened in the past. What did Asian tell you about that? Isn't that part of the time dimension that shouldn't concern us? Remember, Raymond, neither of us knew then what we know now. If you had known you were the other Raymond, killed in the war, what would that have meant for us? I’ll answer for you; we wouldn't be having this conversation now. It would have meant you lied to me. I now know you didn’t. You said and acted based on what you believed to be true. Now we both understand everything about each other's actions. There are no lies in the multiverse; we each hear what the other says and thinks. I hear you now, but I want you to tell me—will we be together? Do you want to spend eternity with me?”

      “Shelly, everything you've said is true. It’s also true that I haven’t said or thought whether we would be together in the multiverse. All of this is very new to both of us, so we can’t know that yet. You remember your time in London with Lionel and the impulsive decision you made to move to Israel. At some point, everyone acts too quickly based on limited knowledge. Aside from that, did you ever consider our brief communication before I was killed, and how you committed suicide five years later? If you didn’t, was it because our relationship no longer mattered to you? That happened because our unlived lives overlapped. We are only now beginning what will be our eternal futures, with perfect memory of our imperfect mortal pasts. You want me to tell you whether I want us to be together in the multiverse. I already have.”

      And you both hear my thoughts as well. I am your conscience. I now compel both of you to be honest about what you think, say, and do. You have reached a different stage, evolving from mortal to immortal lives. You have an excellent opportunity to contemplate your immortal futures, trying to shape them into nearly anything you want, alone or together. You started this transformation and discovery process positively, able to communicate with each other—something you could not do before your mortal deaths. Shelly, you now demand assurances from Raymond that he cannot give you. She is to be forgiven for that, Raymond, because you refuse even to try to focus on what Shelly asks of you. Your indecisiveness is at the core of Shelly's concern about a future with you. And yes, Shelly, you are not confident enough to conclude that your immortal future is with Raymond. You choose not to focus on that, instead ignoring the question, so Raymond will not see how uncertain you are. What will you both do now? Start again, each of you focusing on what you want, not on what the other can or cannot provide. Decide what that is, and then look to each other to see if your needs and desires align.

      One more thing.

      Raymond, I come to you as Đoàn ăn Giáp, the NVA soldier you killed—the same one who killed you. Shelly, you know me as your conscience, urging you to face what you hope to hide from yourself and others. I am neither solely that nor solely this; I am both. Like you, I am a soul in the multiverse seeking my forever. Unlike you, I do not hide anything from myself or others. I am telling you this now because, in the past, you would not have accepted this truth. If you continue to ignore or refuse my guidance, either knowingly or unknowingly, you will learn nothing more about your immortal futures. You have made solid progress understanding what you seek, but not enough—definitely not all you need to know.

      Think carefully about what this means; it has everything to do with both your futures. Begin by reflecting on the impact that Singapore has had on both of you and your relationship. You cannot do this together; you must do it separately. You, Shelly, by revisiting Singapore as you did before you committed suicide. You, Raymond, searching for what you would have found had you not been killed. After you have done that, search for meaning for both of you based on what you have learned.

      You will know when it is time to leave a place, person, or situation. Do not minimize the importance of what you choose. Do not put off deciding to change something you know is wrong. Doing so is a decision the consequences of which will end your ability to choose your immortal life.
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      Over thirty hours of travel time, but I'll be there soon. Raymond will be waiting for me. I can't wait to meet him.

      Raymond and Shelly knew each other based on nothing more than a few letters. Shelly understood this and was enthusiastic about meeting Raymond in person, happy to accept whatever came of their time together.

      I hope he isn't disappointed in me. I've only sent him one picture. More than just appearances will determine what happens. Who knows? This trip might be much shorter than either of us expected, at least for me. Whether he likes me or not, he'll have to stay for a week regardless.

      The plane landed at Paya Lebar Airport, and shortly after, Shelly waited anxiously for her luggage before heading through immigration and customs. Sleeping more than she expected after the second and final refueling stopover, she was ready to meet Raymond. 

      The flight wasn't full, and since only two other flights were landing within half an hour, she quickly went through immigration and customs, and was released to the greeting area for arriving passengers. One last door to go through; she took a deep breath.

      This is it. Get ready, Raymond!

      She looked for a US soldier uniform, assuming that was what he would be wearing. Seeing none among the hundreds meeting arriving planes, Shelly walked toward the exit gate. When he didn't appear, she waited, thinking he might be on his way, a little late due to traffic. Half an hour passed, still waiting, unsure of what to do. She tried to recall whether he had said he would meet her at the airport or at the Raffles Hotel, where they had booked rooms. Seeing no alternative, she decided to take a taxi to the hotel.

      Traffic was relatively light mid-morning, and Shelly reached the hotel in less than forty minutes. The bellman took her luggage and told her he would bring it to the front desk. She entered the lobby, looking left and right for anyone she thought might be Raymond, but saw no one. 

      "Yes, miss, may I help you?"

      “I have a reservation under Shelly Bennett. Can you check if I have any messages?”

      "Certainly, king size, one guest, checking out next Thursday, the fourteenth. I'll check for messages," the clerk said, turning toward the area behind him. "No messages," he added, waving to the bellman with her suitcase and shoulder bag. "Room 306; enjoy your stay."

      Disappointed and tired, Shelly's only option was to follow the bellman to her room and wait for word from Raymond. 

      Did I misunderstand something? I'm sure he said he would meet me at the airport. Maybe the front desk can tell me something about his reservation.

      After the bellman left, she picked up the receiver and dialed the front desk. Two rings later, she recognized the desk clerk's voice. "Front desk. May I help you, Miss Bennett?"

      
      "Hopefully, you can. I am supposed to meet another guest here, Mr. Raymond Quinn. You
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