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      Mara Jensen had exactly six minutes to get out the door, and her seven-year-old had just declared he couldn’t find his left shoe because “the cat stole it for vengeance.”

      “Leo,” she said, balancing a travel mug of coffee between her teeth while digging through the shoe bin with one hand and smoothing down her yoga leggings with the other, “we don’t have a cat.”

      Leo shrugged, unbothered. “Then it was a ghost cat.”

      She closed her eyes. Counted to three. On four, she stepped on a LEGO and muttered something unrepeatable in front of minors and clergy.

      It was 7:48 a.m. Her class started at 8. She’d already missed the window for the good parking spots, the good mats, and the good mood. The “Blessed Belly” cortisol detox juice sat untouched on the counter, glowing an unholy shade of green, daring her to believe in wellness again. She took one defiant sip.

      It tasted like celery’s angrier cousin had been blended with garden hose water and emotional betrayal.

      She gagged, wiped her mouth on a dishtowel that said Live, Laugh, Lunge, and tripped over something sticking out from under kitchen counter. “Found the shoe!”

      Leo grinned, grabbing it like it had been blessed by the gods. “Thanks, Mom! I knew the ghost cat would give it back.”

      She did not have time to unpack that sentence.
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        * * *

      

      By 8:06, she was sprinting barefoot through the hot yoga studio, clutching her mat like it was a lifeline and not a foam rectangle with a suspicious stain in the corner. The door squeaked dramatically as she slipped inside, and twelve ponytailed heads turned in perfect unison to judge her tardiness.

      She offered a breathless nod and took the only open spot—right next to the woman who always wore glittery sports bras and smelled like eucalyptus and superiority.

      The instructor, a man named Kylen (with a y), greeted her with a serene “Namaste” that sounded suspiciously smug.

      Mara attempted to center herself.

      She inhaled. She exhaled. She inhaled again and immediately choked on her own spit.

      Off to a great start.
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        * * *

      

      The room was set to “gentle sauna” but felt more like “cursed swamp.” Within two minutes, Mara’s sports bra had fused to her skin, and her bangs were plastered to her forehead in a way that suggested she was doing jazzercise in a monsoon.

      “Find your breath,” Kylen intoned, “and flow with intention.”

      Her intention was not to die here, soaked in cucumber-scented defeat.

      Then came crow pose.

      Mara knew—knew—she shouldn’t try it. Her wrists weren’t ready. Her dignity certainly wasn’t. But something about the room, or the pressure, or just the fact that Eucalyptus Supermodel next to her had effortlessly floated into it made her think: What if today’s the day I don’t fall?

      Reader, she fell.

      She didn’t just fall. She toppled forward into her mat, knocked over her water bottle, and narrowly avoided headbutting a woman in downward dog.

      A collective hiss of sympathy swept the room.

      Kylen, from his pedestal of enlightenment, offered a gentle, “Let’s remember: ego has no place on the mat.”

      Mara gave a thumbs up from the floor. “Noted.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time she left the studio, she was raw—emotionally, physically, possibly spiritually. Her leggings were riding in unholy places. Her water bottle had a new dent. And her aura, if it had ever existed, was now dented, too.

      She sat in her car, blasting the AC at her face, and stared at her reflection in the rearview mirror.

      “You are okay,” she told herself.

      Then she burst out laughing. Not a cute giggle. A loud, barky, this-is-fine-while-everything-is-on-fire kind of laugh.

      “Sure,” she said to no one, “okay.”

      Her phone buzzed with a calendar alert: 10:30 a.m. – Q2 Team Check-In (Don’t forget to smile!!)

      She sighed, cranked the AC higher, and wondered what it would be like to disappear for a week.

      Not forever.

      Just…long enough to remember who the hell she used to be.
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        * * *

      

      Willow Ridge Park smelled like sunscreen, mulch, and whatever emotional residue clung to the baby swing set. It was, objectively, a nice day—blue skies, light breeze, birds singing a little too cheerfully for Mara’s current mood.

      She sat on a weathered park bench that leaned at a slight but ominous angle, like it had survived one too many winter storms or existential breakdowns. Her yoga mat was still rolled under one arm like a tragic accessory. Her hair was damp. Her mood was feral.

      Across from her, Lana looked fresh as a daisy. Her black cat-eye sunglasses screamed competence, and her oat milk latte glistened like a weapon of calm.

      “I fell in hot yoga,” Mara announced.

      Lana didn’t blink. “Like, metaphorically? Or into another emotional pit?”

      “Physically. Crow pose. There was a noise. I think I startled a woman into rethinking her life choices.”

      “That’s very on-brand for you.”

      “I know.” Mara groaned and flopped back on the bench, staring up at the blue sky like it might swallow her whole. “Also, I’m ninety percent sure I still have detox sludge in my bra. I smell like spinach regret.”

      Lana crossed one leg over the other and sipped. “You’re the only person I know who tries to biohack her way to inner peace while rage-texting her ex about pick-up times.”

      “I am multi-dimensional,” Mara said, then added under her breath, “and under-medicated.”

      A shriek rang out from the monkey bars—Leo’s voice, triumphant and slightly dangerous. Mara glanced over just in time to see him attempt a move that could only be described as “parkour-adjacent.” Her heart skipped, thudded, then resigned itself to the reality that Leo, like his mother, had never once heard of subtlety.

      “He told me yesterday that he’s going to be a YouTuber slash paleontologist slash ninja,” she muttered. “Then asked if that came with dental. He’s seven, Lana.”

      “Well, he’s got range.”

      Mara exhaled through her nose and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Do you ever just… feel like you’re one bad Target trip away from fully snapping? Like, you’ll be fine, fine, fine, and then suddenly someone’s in your way in the seasonal candle aisle and you’re ready to hurl a pumpkin-scented votive at their head?”

      “Sweetie, I once cried in a Michael’s because I couldn’t find the right shade of glitter. You’re among the broken and the blessed.”

      Mara smiled, weakly. “My therapist would love you.”

      “I am therapy, just without the copay.”

      There was a beat.

      Mara sniffled.

      Then—disaster struck.

      The juice box. The freaking juice box—Leo’s backup apple, lovingly squished into her purse at 7 a.m.—had ruptured. Warm, sticky liquid seeped out like an offering to the gods of defeat.

      She yelped and pulled her hand out of the bag, dripping in fruit-scented syrup. “Oh, for the love of⁠—”

      In her flail to extract it, her knee clipped the side of the already unstable bench. A loud thunk echoed. The whole thing shifted under her with the comedic grace of a cartoon chair collapsing.

      It didn’t break. But it made a sound of threat.

      She froze. Looked at Lana. Then down at her soaked hand. Then back at Lana.

      And finally—finally—it happened.

      The meltdown.

      Not a sweet, demure tear gently rolling down one cheek.

      No. This was The Cry™.

      The messy, hiccupy, can’t-tell-if-it’s-laughing-or-sobbing release of a woman hanging by the thread of her Google calendar. Her shoulders shook. Her chest heaved. And in the middle of it, she muttered, “I’m going to start a new life as a moss-covered hermit named Fern. I’ll learn to knit, grow potatoes, maybe marry a gentle bear.”

      Lana reached into her tote, calmly handed her a tissue, and said, “You’d last fifteen minutes without Wi-Fi.”

      “Twelve,” Mara corrected, dabbing at her eyes. “Tops.”

      They sat like that for a while. Leo howled in the distance, victorious over the playground. A dog barked. Somewhere, a child wailed in protest over a granola bar that dared to have texture.

      A gust of wind stirred the mulch at her feet, carrying a scrap of paper across the park path. Mara barely registered it at first—just another coupon or lost PTA flyer. But when it stuck to her yoga mat like it had been magnetised, she peeled it off and squinted at the oddly thick cardstock.

      Cream background. Gold lettering. A tagline in elegant serif font:

      
        
        Tired of your timeline? Try another.

      

      

      She frowned. No logo. No phone number. Just a shimmering infinity symbol, small and strange in the bottom corner.

      “What the heck…” she murmured.

      Lana glanced over. “You say something?”

      Mara crumpled the card instinctively and shoved it in her tote bag. “Nah. Just tired.”

      And then, like the wind had delivered a cosmic punchline, the card was forgotten—at least for now.

      Mara sucked in a breath. “I’m so tired, Lan. Not like sleepy tired. Just...world tired. Like every morning I wake up and I’m already at zero.”

      Lana’s voice softened. “I know.”

      “I keep trying to fix it. The juice thing. The yoga. The VR vacation where a dolphin in a bowtie told me to ‘embrace my shadow self.’” She shook her head. “But none of it sticks. Nothing feels better.”

      “You need a real break,” Lana said. “Not a thirty-minute savasana or a bath bomb. Like… a pause on being Mara for a minute.”

      Mara tilted her head, amused. “What, like, loan my life to someone else?”

      “I’m just saying,” Lana said with a shrug, “if there’s a Time-Share for souls, I’d happily guest-star as you for a week. You’d come back to find Leo speaking fluent Spanish and your inbox at zero.”

      Mara laughed, watery and a little unhinged. “That actually sounds amazing.”

      Which, of course, is exactly when the woman showed up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The park had that strange mid-morning lull where the toddlers were all melting down, the coffee had stopped working, and the sun had turned from warm to personally aggressive. Mara was just starting to remember she had a work meeting in forty minutes and no emotional bandwidth to fake being “passionately aligned with Q2 strategy,” when a shadow crossed her lap.

      Not a cloud.

      Not Leo swinging back into her orbit.

      A person.

      She looked up—and immediately clocked three things:

      
        
          	
        The woman’s eyebrows were perfect. Not Instagram-perfect. Not microbladed within an inch of their life perfect. These were celestial. Ethereal. Possibly enchanted.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        She wore an all-linen ensemble that looked equal parts spa uniform and high-fashion cult.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        She was smiling like she knew things. Big things. Like which timeline you should’ve chosen in 2012 and what your soulmate smells like.
      

      

      

      “You look like someone who needs a break from this timeline,” the woman said, like she was offering Mara a Tic Tac.

      Mara blinked. “I’m sorry… do I know you?”

      “No. But I know you.” The woman’s smile deepened. Not creepy. Just… like she was in on something Mara hadn’t been invited to yet.

      Lana muttered, “Okay, what in the Goop-sponsored⁠—”

      The woman ignored her, holding out a business card between two elegant fingers.

      Cream-colored cardstock. Gold lettering that shimmered ever so slightly, like it was made from stardust or expensive toner.

      
        
        Timeline Retreats

        For When Your Life Just Isn’t It

      

      

      No phone number. No address. Just the logo—an infinity symbol that looked suspiciously like it had been doodled by someone bored in a quantum physics lecture. Just like the flyer Mara had just tucked into her bag.

      Mara took it, mostly because her mother had taught her not to be rude to people holding cryptic invitations to alternate dimensions.

      “This is a... therapy group?” she asked.

      The woman tilted her head. “It’s a temporary relocation program. A reset. A limited-time trial of a better you.”

      Lana raised her sunglasses. “Okay, but like… in a gently dystopian tech startup kind of way, or more of a divine intervention meets Etsy witchcraft situation?”

      The woman actually chuckled. “I suppose that depends on your interpretation.”

      Mara tried to hand the card back. “Sorry, I don’t really have time for⁠—”

      “You don’t need to do anything,” the woman said, her voice soft but unnervingly direct. “Just sleep. We’ll handle the logistics.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “If you’re selected, the switch will occur automatically. One week. No strings. Full immersion. If you don’t like it, you return. If you do…” She shrugged, like the rest was obvious. “We talk options.”

      “Okay, but what is it? Like—what am I even agreeing to?”

      “A glimpse into the life you almost lived,” the woman said, eyes twinkling. “The one where you chose differently. Stayed. Left. Said yes. Said no. You know the one.”

      Mara opened her mouth to argue, to laugh it off, to say something very practical about time travel and scams and The Matrix. But all she could manage was:

      “…I think you have the wrong person.”

      The woman smiled again—warm and patient, like a preschool teacher who also controlled the fabric of the multiverse.

      “No, Mara. You’re exactly who we’re looking for.”

      And then—because of course she did—she turned and walked away.

      Just like that. No dramatic exit. No puff of smoke or shimmer of light. Just linen pants swishing peacefully in the breeze as she strolled down the park path and out of sight.

      Mara stared after her.

      Then down at the card in her hand.

      Then at Lana.

      “You saw that, right?” Mara asked, voice pitched somewhere between confused and mildly haunted.

      Lana reached over and plucked the card out of her fingers. Examined it.

      “…Okay, yeah, this feels either magical or like a very niche MLM.”

      Mara snorted, still dazed. “Do you think she slipped me a microdose or something?”

      “No, babe. You’re just tired. Your brain’s trying to manifest a better version of your life.”

      She paused. Handed the card back.

      “But honestly? If there is a timeline where you’re rested, rich, and still have all your ligaments intact after crow pose—I say go for it.”

      Mara laughed. But it was shaky.

      She slipped the card into her purse.

      She wouldn’t call, obviously. Wouldn’t fall for some weird linen-clad woman’s reality escape fantasy.

      Still…

      That night, when she set her alarm and lay in bed, she pulled the card out again.

      Held it between her fingers like a secret.

      Then turned out the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            it’s not kidnapping if it’s a vacation

          

        

      

    

    
      Mara knew something was wrong the moment her eyes opened and her sinuses weren’t angry. No distant hum of traffic. No ceiling fan rattling like it was held together by hope and expired warranty tape. No seven-year-old launching himself into her bed like a caffeinated spider monkey. Just quiet. Soft light. A linen canopy she absolutely did not own. And sheets—real sheets, high-thread-count sheets, smelling faintly of eucalyptus and what she could only assume was upper-middle-class peace.

      She sat up slowly, expecting back pain. None. She was in a robe. A plush, cloud-soft, offensively luxurious robe tied around her with suspicious elegance. Her feet found cool hardwood floors instead of discarded laundry. Her panic finally clicked into gear.

      “Okay,” she muttered. “Either I’m dead or someone broke in and did...home improvement. Like a kidnapping but with feng shui.”

      The room was all soft curves and neutral tones, like someone had asked an algorithm to design “serenity with tasteful Wi-Fi.” A bonsai tree sat peacefully beside a pitcher of spa water. Her phone was nowhere to be found. No laptop, no to-do list scribbled on the back of a grocery receipt. Just her. And her confusion. And her weirdly smooth skin.

      Then the far wall shimmered.

      Not opened. Not slid.

      Shimmered, like someone had installed a portal disguised as a minimalist art piece.

      From it stepped the woman—still serene, still linen-clad, still wielding those suspiciously symmetrical eyebrows like a quiet weapon. She looked exactly as she had in the park, except now she also looked like she belonged here. Like maybe she was the CEO of Calm.

      “Good morning, Mara,” she said, her voice as silky as the robe. “My name is Celeste. I trust you slept well?”

      “Okay, see, I was really hoping this was a metaphor or a stress dream,” Mara said, backing slightly toward the spa water in case it doubled as a weapon. “You can’t just wake up in a robe. That’s not normal. That’s cult behavior.”

      “You’ve been selected for a timeline immersion,” Celeste said, like she was reading from a very elegant brochure. “A one-week trial in an adjacent life. Yours—if one key decision had been made differently.”

      Mara stared. “I didn’t agree to anything.”

      “You didn’t decline, either.”

      “That’s not consent. That’s...a passive yes at best.”

      Celeste gave a diplomatic smile. “We prefer to call it ‘energetic readiness.’”

      “And what, exactly, happens now?”

      “For the next seven days, you’ll experience life as this timeline’s Mara. The original is currently off-grid at a wellness retreat. Everything is stable. You won’t be interrupted.”

      Mara ran a hand through her hair. It was suspiciously clean.

      “Let me get this straight,” she said. “I’ve been body-snatched into my own alternate life while other-me is away at a juice-themed spa?”

      Celeste inclined her head. “That’s...one interpretation.”
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen was offensively beautiful. Warm wood accents, matte black fixtures, a backsplash that whispered I was installed by someone who doesn’t cry during tax season. Everything gleamed in a way Mara couldn’t process. There were potted herbs that weren’t wilted. A glass bowl of lemons that looked staged. And—she swore on her Wi-Fi bill—fresh-cut flowers. Just...casually. Sitting there. Like joy grew here.

      She opened the fridge and nearly wept. Mason jars lined up like they were auditioning for a lifestyle blog. Containers labeled in someone’s actual handwriting—quinoa salad, almond butter energy bites, zucchini fritters. She hadn't made zucchini fritters in this life or any parallel one.

      Behind her, footsteps padded in. She turned, half expecting Celeste again. But it was Leo—same mop of curls, same sleepy eyes, same velociraptor clutched under one arm. He yawned and blinked at her like it was a regular Tuesday.

      “Morning, Mom,” he said, already climbing onto a stool at the island.

      “Hi, baby.” Mara’s voice cracked. She tried to sound normal. “Sleep okay?”

      He nodded and rubbed his eyes. “Is today the book fair?”

      “...Yes,” she said, guessing correctly by the sheer luck of context clues. “Do you want pancakes?”

      He lit up. “The smiley ones?”

      “Obviously.” She had no idea what that entailed, but she found a non-stick pan and went for it. The batter was prepped in the fridge. Of course it was. She ladled it carefully, drawing a face with a squeeze bottle of...chocolate sauce? Alt-Mara, you magical kitchen witch.

      As Leo dug in, she leaned against the counter and spotted a sleek tablet charging nearby. It buzzed, screen lighting up with a name.

      
        
          
            
              
        Eli: Morning, sunshine [image: sun] Don’t forget fig bars for Mrs. K—her sugar crash tantrums are real.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Also, if you wear that striped top again, I reserve the right to be hopelessly distracted.

      

      

      

      

      

      Mara blinked.

      That was—was that flirting? It had been so long since someone texted her without asking for lunch money, tax documents, or photos of a rash that wasn’t going away.

      She typed nothing. Her thumbs hovered. She locked the screen.

      Leo was humming, swinging his legs, chewing through a smiley face like a tiny god of chaos.

      “You’re acting weird,” he said without looking up.

      “I’m...not,” she lied. “I’m just well-rested.”

      “You never say that.”

      And he was right. She never did.

      She looked around again. At the life that should’ve felt like cosplay. But somehow—it didn’t.

      It felt like someone had cleaned her house, prepped her meals, and handed her back her child without the mental hangover.

      It felt like cheating.

      But also?

      It felt like breathing for the first time in years.
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        * * *

      

      The hallway was lined with photos she didn’t remember taking.

      Mara moved slowly, a mug of something cinnamon-scented in hand—tea or bone broth or some alternate-Mara elixir of calm. She wasn’t sure. She hadn’t made it. It had just been waiting on the counter like everything else in this timeline. Ready. Warm.

      Her fingertips brushed a frame. Leo, a little younger, barefoot on a beach at sunset, his smile so unguarded it hurt. Another one showed her—well, this her—at a ribbon-cutting ceremony in front of a shop window that read: Bookish & Bold. Her hair was styled. Her shirt didn’t have a single visible stain. She was laughing. With people. Publicly.

      And then one that stopped her cold.

      It was her again—but not laughing. Just…standing. Next to Eli. His arm draped loosely around her shoulder, her hand tucked into the front pocket of his jeans. They looked like a couple on a holiday card. Relaxed. Intimate. Like two people who knew each other’s coffee orders and Netflix passwords and had survived some serious life together.

      She swallowed.

      This version of her had taken a chance. Or said yes. Or not run. Whichever choice it was, it led here. To this hallway. This robe. This tea. This man who texted her sunshine emojis like they were private jokes.

      She wasn’t envious. Not exactly.

      She was aching.

      How close had she come to this version? Was it one decision? One afternoon? Did Alt-Mara just not flinch when things got hard? Or did she flinch and stay anyway?

      Mara turned, catching sight of herself in a mirror hanging between the frames.

      She looked the same. Mostly. Maybe a little more rested. Maybe a little less like she was perpetually bracing for bad news. But the dark circles were still faint echoes. The worry lines hadn’t vanished. This wasn’t a makeover. It was just...a pause.

      “I don’t know how to be you,” she whispered to the woman in the mirror.

      The woman stared back, quiet and calm. A maybe-better version. A maybe-braver one.

      Behind her, a wind chime sounded—soft, ethereal. Not magical. Just...intentional.

      Mara didn’t believe in fate.

      But she was starting to believe in second chances.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            meet-cute… take two

          

        

      

    

    
      The library was buzzing with energy and the soft, anxious hum of children hyped up on free bookmarks and limited supervision. Mara stood behind a booth labeled “Bookish & Bold” and tried not to have a full-on identity crisis in public.

      The table was already set up when she arrived—because of course it was. Brown-paper-wrapped mystery books tied with twine, a sign inviting readers to “fall back in love with fiction,” and a ceramic dish filled with—were those fig bars?

      She leaned forward to read one of the flirty handwritten notes on the back of a wrapped book:

      If you liked your last breakup spicy and your protagonists with healing trauma + tattoos, this is the one.

      “Oh my God,” Mara whispered. “Other Me is cool.”

      Kids darted past her booth, dragging reluctant parents toward the origami station. A woman in a flowy cardigan shouted something about story time in five minutes. Mara fumbled through the tablet on the booth, trying to find an inventory list or at least a cheat sheet.

      Nothing.

      She was on her own.

      “Cool Mara,” she muttered under her breath, smoothing down her sweater. “You just have to pretend you’re Cool Mara.”

      Cool Mara, presumably, had a spreadsheet for this. Cool Mara wore boots that didn’t give her blisters. Cool Mara definitely didn’t wipe her hands on her jeans and knock over an entire stack of poetry anthologies in the process.

      Mara reached to steady the pile, caught one book mid-fall, and—wham—bumped the edge of the neighboring display. A tower of romance novels teetered like it was personally offended by her clumsiness.

      She lunged.

      Too late.

      Three paperbacks slid off the edge and landed—splat—straight into a kid’s lemonade.

      The child wailed like she'd just drowned his puppy. “MY DRINK!”

      “I—hang on—okay, it’s fine!” Mara grabbed the dripping books, fumbling for a napkin that didn’t exist, mopping with a promotional tote bag. “They’re... hydrated! Literary self-care!”

      A nearby mom gave her a look that could sour milk.

      She tried to laugh it off, cheeks blazing.

      “Excellent save,” said a voice behind her.

      She turned—and froze.

      Eli.

      Same warm brown eyes. Same smirk. Same cardigan that looked like it had opinions about indie coffee shops.

      Of course he looked good. Of course he was holding a clipboard like he’d just redesigned the Dewey Decimal System for emotional accessibility.

      And now he was watching her with an expression that could only be described as: intrigued and lightly amused.

      “Hi,” she said, clutching a soggy tote full of regret. “Welcome to my TED Talk on how not to run a booth.”

      He grinned. “You’re crushing it.”
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        * * *

      

      Eli crouched beside her to help gather the damp books, his arm brushing hers as he reached for a dripping copy of Beach Read. Mara inhaled sharply—because either his laundry detergent was called “Kind Man With Intentions” or her brain was short-circuiting under the pressure of his casual closeness.

      He looked up at her, holding a soggy paperback in one hand. “I’m assuming this one isn’t part of the hydration-themed promotion?”

      “Technically no,” she said, trying to sound breezy and not like a woman currently experiencing cardiac confusion. “But if it helps, this version comes pre-cry-ready.”

      He chuckled—warm and low—and dear god, it did something to her spine.

      Once the crisis was semi-contained and the lemonade child pacified with a free sticker, Mara stood behind the table and tried to collect herself while Eli leaned one elbow on the edge, clipboard forgotten.

      “Didn’t expect to see you running a booth this year,” he said. “Last time, you swore the emotional labor of organizing was ‘above your pay grade as a chaotic neutral.’”

      Mara blinked. “Did I?”

      “You did.” His grin was crooked. “I still have the text. And a voice memo where you yell about font choices like it’s a war crime.”

      “Oh,” she said, with a weak laugh. “Wow. I sound...fun.”

      He tilted his head, studying her. “You okay today?”

      The question was simple. But not casual.

      He wasn’t asking like someone who needed a quick “fine.” He was asking like someone who knew her tells. Someone who’d seen the frayed ends and figured out how to tuck them in.

      Mara tried to smile. “Just a little distracted.”

      “You seem... different,” Eli said, voice soft now. “Not bad. Just...more in your head than usual.”

      She panicked.

      “I got a new bra,” she blurted. “It has memory foam. For my boobs.”

      There was a beat.

      A long one.

      Eli laughed. Like, actually laughed—tilting his head back, letting it roll out in waves.

      “Oh my god,” she muttered, covering her face. “I swear I used to be mysterious and cool.”

      “You’ve never been mysterious,” he said, still smiling. “But you’ve always been you.”

      Mara’s heart made a strange, fluttery noise she didn’t approve of.

      He was looking at her again. Really looking. Like maybe something had clicked for him too, or almost. His brow furrowed slightly, like he couldn’t quite pin her down.

      “I should—uh—check in with the poetry tent,” he said finally. “Apparently the haiku kids have unionized.”

      “Power to the poets,” Mara said, voice higher than she intended.

      He paused at the edge of her booth. “You’re doing great, by the way.”

      “Lying is kind,” she muttered.

      “I’m not lying.” He winked. “Just...delightedly confused.”

      And then he was gone again, weaving through the crowd like this wasn’t a moment Mara was going to replay in her brain like a highlight reel for the next decade.

      She exhaled.

      And realized she wanted to see him again.

      Soon.

      Which was a problem.

      Because this wasn’t her life. Not really. And whatever was blooming here...wasn’t hers to keep.
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        * * *

      

      Mara found a quiet spot behind the nonfiction stacks and leaned against a bookshelf like her knees weren’t fully reliable anymore. Her heart was still doing jazz hands in her chest. Her face felt flushed. And her tote bag was still damp from the Great Lemonade Incident of 9:42 a.m.

      She had survived. Barely.

      But it wasn’t the booth or the toddlers or the minor literary flooding that had her reeling. It was him.

      Eli.

      He was warm and steady and familiar in a way that made her chest ache. He’d looked at her like she was his person. Not just someone he liked. Someone he knew. Someone who’d earned his jokes and his trust and his soft, fond glances across crowded book fairs.

      And the worst part?

      She liked it. She liked him. And not just timeline-Eli, not just hot-alt-boyfriend energy. This Eli. With his clipboard and cardigan and subtle flirtation and dumb perfect face.

      She slid down the wall into a squat, hugging her knees.

      “This is fine,” she muttered. “Just a casual emotional emergency in the large print biography aisle.”

      Her mind flashed to the text from earlier. The “striped shirt” comment. The emoji. The easy shorthand that came from years of inside jokes and slow mornings and probably shared dessert.

      She didn’t have that.

      Not with him.

      She had forty-eight hours of borrowed history, a slightly melted fig bar, and a growing knot of guilt coiling tighter every time he smiled at her like she was the real deal.

      And she smiled back—because she didn’t know how not to.

      But she also couldn’t hold his gaze for long.

      Not when it meant pretending this was real.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere else in town, Eli stirred the last of his latte, untouched.

      Lana sat across from him, sunglasses pushed into her hair, a brow arched in that particular way she saved for men who were clearly Not Okay.

      “She’s back,” he said. “But it’s like... not really.”

      Lana sipped her drink, slow. “She seemed pretty Mara to me. Smelled like that same essential oil panic and coffee breath combo.”

      Eli smiled faintly, but it didn’t stick. “No, I mean... she’s *here*, but she’s not *her*. Or not the version I know. She’s lighter. Calmer. Like someone peeled a layer of stress off her skin. But also... kind of like she doesn’t know me.”

      Lana was quiet for a moment. “Maybe she’s just trying again. Starting over.”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t feel like a restart. It feels like a rewrite.”

      He didn’t say what scared him more:

      That he liked this version of her.

      Or that she might not stay.
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        * * *

      

      Celeste’s words echoed in her head— “The original is off-grid. Everything is stable.”

      But was it?

      Because Mara didn’t feel stable. She felt like a knockoff handbag trying to pass inspection. Like any second now, someone would tap her on the shoulder and say, “Excuse me, ma’am, you’re not supposed to be here.”

      Maybe not today.

      But eventually.

      And when that moment came—what would she do?

      What would Eli do?

      She covered her face with her hands and let out a low groan.

      This wasn’t just a vacation anymore. This was dangerous.

      Because she wasn’t just pretending to live someone else’s life.

      She was starting to want it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            hot mom summer (for one week only)

          

        

      

    

    
      For the first time in what felt like years, Mara Jensen didn’t wake up to an alarm, a screaming child, or an inbox full of existential dread.

      She woke up to sunlight filtering through gauzy curtains, the smell of something lemony and divine from the kitchen, and her name gently spoken by a home assistant that didn’t glitch or call her “Margo.”

      “Good morning, Mara. Today is Wednesday. Your priorities include brunch with Lana, shipping confirmation for the fig bar order, and an evening event marked ‘Karaoke: DO NOT CANCEL AGAIN.’”

      She blinked at the ceiling. “Did I finally sell my soul?”

      The assistant chirped: “Would you like to play your Feel-Good Morning playlist?”

      “Obviously.”

      Cue music. Cue montage.

      She was thriving. At least for now.

      There were yoga classes where no one judged her form. Smoothies that didn’t taste like pond water. A team of cheerful bookstore employees who somehow didn’t mind when she blanked on Alt-Mara’s filing system and whispered, “What do I do with returns?” like it was a secret shame.

      Leo was happy—like truly happy. He hummed to himself at breakfast, hugged her without prompting, and asked questions like, “Can we read more of that Greek myths book tonight?” instead of “Can I live on chicken nuggets forever?”

      And then there were the texts from Eli.

      Every day, something small.

      
        
          
            
              
        Eli: Reminder: story time at the shop tomorrow. Wear your glasses so I can pretend not to swoon.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Eli: I made a Spotify playlist that starts with ‘Lovefool’ and ends with that obscure jazz track you pretend not to like. You’re welcome.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Eli: Are you free tonight or emotionally unavailable with flair?

      

      

      

      

      

      She kept saying yes. Even when she knew she shouldn’t.

      They went for walks. They sat on the back patio drinking wine while Leo built a pillow fort that somehow didn’t collapse in under ten minutes. He kissed her once at sunset and once in the stockroom while she accidentally knocked over a cardboard cutout of Jane Austen.

      She laughed more this week than she had in the last two years combined.

      And somewhere between the trivia night where she aced an entire category on 2000s rom-coms and the quiet moment on the couch where Leo fell asleep with his head in her lap, Mara stopped trying to act like Cool Alternate Timeline Mara.

      She just…was.

      And that was the most dangerous part of all.
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        * * *

      

      The night began with trivia and wine.

      Mara didn’t remember agreeing to go out, but apparently Alt-Mara’s calendar was smarter than she was, and “Eli & M – Midweek Mischief [image: wine glass][image: microphone]” had popped up with a reminder that included directions to a cozy bistro she’d never heard of and a note that read: “YES, YOU LIKE THIS PLACE. YES, WE ALWAYS GET THE FRENCH FRIES.”

      It was already her favorite night out.

      Eli was waiting by the hostess stand when she arrived, leaning against a chalkboard sign advertising $8 sangria and “Musicals & Mixed Nuts: Themed Trivia Night.” He was in his usual flannel, sleeves rolled to the elbows, one curl falling onto his forehead like he knew what it did to people.

      “You wore the boots,” he said, eyes dipping to her ankle. “Bold move.”

      “I’ve accepted the possibility of rolling an ankle in the name of fashion,” she replied. “I’m brave like that.”

      They were seated in a corner booth with a view of the tiny stage and a very earnest duo setting up a mic stand and tambourine. Their team name—Wuthering Bites—was apparently a recurring bit. Eli pulled out a pen and scribbled hearts around it like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      “Are we...flirting via Jane Eyre puns now?” she asked, sipping her sangria.

      “Please,” he said. “We graduated to full literary foreplay two summers ago.”

      Her face burned, but in the nicest way.

      The trivia was chaotic. Their team lost spectacularly, thanks in part to Mara confidently insisting Legally Blonde came out in 2004 (it didn’t) and Eli misidentifying a Wicked lyric as “something from Rent.” They heckled each other gently. Shared fries. Stole glances.

      After the trivia, the mic was left open for karaoke.

      “I will Venmo you $100 not to sign us up,” Mara said.

      Eli already had the sign-up sheet in hand. “You say that every time, and every time, you sing ‘You Oughta Know’ like it’s your battle cry.”

      “I’m wearing a sweater. I’m emotionally stable. Don’t make me unhinged on a Wednesday.”

      He smiled and handed her the pen.

      They sang a duet.

      It was bad. Gloriously bad. She forgot half the lyrics. He added extra harmonies that sounded vaguely threatening. Someone gave them pity applause that turned genuine by the end.

      And when they stepped off the stage, adrenaline still buzzing between them, he leaned in.

      Not a dramatic kiss. Not dipped-back, Hollywood-style.

      Just close.

      Confident.

      Like it had happened a hundred times before, and this was simply the next.

      His lips brushed hers, soft and warm and slow, with the careful certainty of someone who knew just how she liked to be kissed—and had earned the right to know.

      She kissed him back.

      Not because she should.

      Because she wanted to.

      Which, of course, made it worse.
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        * * *

      

      Mara couldn’t stop smiling on the drive home.

      Her lips still tingled from the kiss, her cheeks ached from laughter, and her phone buzzed every few minutes with Eli texting more inside jokes about their karaoke performance (“I’m just saying, if this bookstore thing doesn’t work out, we’d make a killer Alanis cover band”).

      The windows were down. The night was warm. And for the first time in a long time, she didn’t feel like she was being chased by her own life.

      But the second she stepped into the house—quiet, tidy, perfectly hers and not-hers—the smile began to fade.

      Leo was asleep, already tucked in. A small lamp glowed in his room. A book rested on his nightstand. One she’d never read to him. But Alt-Mara had.

      She walked through the kitchen, fingers trailing along the smooth countertop. Everything was where it should be. Nothing out of place. Like someone had pressed pause and left the scene open for her to step into. A role. A routine.

      She should’ve felt grateful.

      Instead, she felt like a trespasser.

      She sat down at the table and pulled out her old phone from the bottom of her purse. She hadn’t touched it in days. Not since that first morning.

      It flickered to life slowly, battery nearly dead. One missed call from Lana. A few texts from work—her real job, the one that paid in deadlines and stress dreams. A picture Leo had drawn at school: a stick figure labeled “MOM” with wild hair and what appeared to be a coffee IV.

      Her throat tightened.

      She loved this life. This calm, curated, fig-bar-scented dream of a life.

      But it wasn’t hers.

      Not really.

      She hadn’t built it. She hadn’t earned it. She hadn’t stayed up crying over spreadsheets or patched things up with Eli after a fight or figured out how to calm Leo down when he panicked about monsters under the bed.

      That was her. The other her. Alt-Mara.

      And tonight, she’d kissed someone else’s boyfriend.

      The guilt landed like a weight in her chest. Heavy. Sharp.

      She opened her tablet and found another message from Eli.

      
        
          
            
              
        Eli: I know you get weird after good things. I’m just gonna say it—tonight was one of my favorite nights ever.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And no, it’s not because of your singing.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        (Okay, a little because of your singing.)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But mostly because you seemed happy. I’ve missed that. I’ve missed you.

      

      

      

      

      

      She stared at the message.

      And for the first time since she arrived in this alternate life, she didn’t feel lucky.

      She felt like a fraud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            this timeline has a warranty, right?

          

        

      

    

    
      Mara woke up to birdsong, the smell of cinnamon toast, and the unsettling feeling that her life had become suspiciously easy.

      Which was, of course, when Celeste reappeared.

      Not through a wall this time—just casually perched on the back patio like she’d wandered in off the cover of a high-end meditation retreat brochure. Linen pants, herbal tea, the faint scent of sage. Her entire presence said: I definitely know where your chakra alignment is stored and I will not hesitate to reformat it.

      “Morning,” Celeste said, smiling like a TED Talk about destiny was about to begin. “You look...adjusted.”

      Mara stepped outside, mug in hand. “Is that a compliment or a warning?”

      “Just an observation,” Celeste replied. “You’ve acclimated beautifully. Some participants struggle to let go of their original context. You? You’ve stepped in with full energetic presence.”

      Mara took a sip of coffee, unsure whether to say thank you or help.

      “I kissed him,” she blurted instead.

      Celeste didn’t blink. “Yes. I saw.”

      “You what?”

      She waved a hand, vague and mystical. “We monitor emotional milestones. It’s part of the transition evaluation.”

      “Right, of course,” Mara said, gripping her mug like a lifeline. “Milestones. Like...kissing a man who thinks I’m someone else and maybe falling in love with his Goodreads account.”

      Celeste’s expression softened. “Love isn’t bound by origin points. It’s bound by resonance.”

      Mara blinked. “Okay, what does that mean, but in human?”

      “It means,” Celeste said gently, “that you’re ready.”

      Mara’s stomach flipped. “For what?”

      Celeste reached into her linen tote (of course she had a linen tote) and pulled out a sleek, gold-edged envelope. The front was embossed with a familiar swirling infinity symbol.

      
        
        Timeline Transfer Eligibility: CONFIRMED

        One-Time Offer. One Permanent Choice.

      

      

      “You’ve reached your immersion midpoint,” Celeste said, sliding the envelope across the table. “You may remain in this life—permanently. If you accept, the current timeline’s Mara will be...reassigned.”

      Mara squinted. “Reassigned to what, exactly? The Mail Room of the Multiverse?”

      “She’ll be relocated to another timeline with appropriate energetic compatibility. Fully supported. Smooth transition.”

      “That sounds...vague. And vaguely ominous.”

      Celeste smiled, pulled a tuning fork from her tote, and tapped it against the mug.

      A faint chime sang through the air like a decision being made.

      “It’s not ominous,” she said. “It’s...delicate.”

      Mara stared at the envelope. It shimmered faintly in the sunlight.

      A real choice.

      Stay in this beautiful, functional life with its clean kitchen and warm texts and karaoke kisses...or go back to the chaos and cortisol of reality. Back to the version of herself who never figured it out.

      Back to a life that was still hers.

      Celeste stood.

      “You don’t have to decide yet,” she said. “But the moment will come.”

      And then, like all mildly terrifying magical life coaches, she vanished into the early morning mist with the quiet grace of someone who definitely owned wind chimes.

      Mara sat alone with her coffee, the envelope, and the uncomfortable truth:

      She could stay.
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        * * *

      

      It started with juice.

      Specifically, the fact that Mara poured it into the blue cup instead of the red one.

      Leo blinked at it like it had personally offended him. “That’s not the right cup.”

      “It’s the same juice,” she said, cheerfully sliding it across the counter.

      He squinted. “But it tastes better in the red cup.”

      Mara opened her mouth, closed it, then leaned forward, serious. “Is this, like, a color-based flavor conspiracy? Are you telling me you’ve been lying about apple juice tasting the same this whole time?”

      Leo shrugged, clearly torn between maintaining the illusion of logic and the truth of his tiny gremlin brain. “It just feels wrong.”

      “Fair,” she said, swapping cups. He sipped. Nodded. Peace was restored.

      Or it should have been.

      But then he looked up at her and said, “Are you still my real mom?”

      The question was casual. Offhand. Like he’d asked if they were out of string cheese.

      Mara froze. “Uh. What?”

      “You just seem different this week,” he said around a mouthful of cereal. “Not bad. Just...different.”

      Her stomach did a slow, nervous somersault. “How do you mean?”

      Leo tilted his head, spoon in hand. “You’ve been singing a lot. And you made pancakes two days in a row. And you didn’t forget library day or yell about toothpaste being on the ceiling. And you—” he dropped his spoon, face lighting up— “danced in the kitchen yesterday. You never dance.”

      Mara swallowed hard.

      This was supposed to be a good thing. The calm. The pancakes. The dance she barely remembered—just a spin, a song on the radio, a little joy that bubbled up before she could shove it down.

      “I guess I’m just...trying something new,” she said gently.

      Leo narrowed his eyes. “Did you get a brain swap?”

      “What?”

      “Like in that movie. With the robot girl who secretly controls the weather.”

      “I’m not a robot,” she said, laughing a little.

      “But you could be,” he said, serious. “You know where the first-aid kit is and you used the real vacuum. That’s suspicious.”

      She crouched down to meet him at eye level, one hand on the counter, one on her heart. “Cross my circuits, I’m still your mom.”

      He considered this, then nodded. “Okay. But if you start floating or controlling squirrels with your mind, I’m telling Grandma.”

      “Fair warning.”

      He went back to his cereal.

      Mara stood, heart thudding.

      He took another long sip from the red cup, then looked up at her with that wide-eyed sincerity only kids and saints possessed.

      “Thanks for fixing it, Mom,” he said. “You always fix the broken things.”

      Mara froze.

      Because original Leo had said that exact phrase two weeks ago—curled up next to her on the couch, a scraped knee under one hand and a juice box in the other. Same inflection. Same warm trust in his voice.

      You always fix the broken things.

      She blinked fast.

      It was a compliment, sure. A kindness. But here, from this version of him, in this glossy, borrowed life—it hit different.

      Like someone had copied and pasted her son into a world she didn’t earn.

      And suddenly, the juice wasn’t the only thing making her stomach turn.

      It was a joke.

      Just a silly moment.

      But still—he knew.

      Not in words. Not in facts.

      But in that deep, intuitive kid way.

      Something about her had shifted.

      And even if she was doing everything right, it didn’t quite fit.

      Because Leo didn’t just know who she was when she had it together.

      He knew who she was when she didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      It started with a sticky note.

      Bright pink. Tucked under the bookstore register. Written in looping, confident handwriting that was definitely hers—but also…not.

      
        
        Mara—Don’t forget to reshelve the Banned Books display. Eli says if one more copy of The Handmaid’s Tale ends up in Sci-Fi, he’s going to riot.

        (Also: order more fig bars.)

      

      

      Mara stared at it for a long moment.

      She hadn’t written it. Not in this life, anyway.

      Which meant Alt-Mara had.

      She slipped the note into her pocket, unsure why it made her feel like she’d just found a receipt for someone else’s happiness.

      The bookstore was warm and bustling. People smiled at her. A woman with cropped pink hair waved and said, “Thanks again for the self-pub panel—you were right about the vampire barista subplot. It totally worked.”

      Mara smiled, nodded, and added “vampire barista” to her list of things to Google later.

      She tried to shake the unease.

      But it followed her.

      Little things.

      Her employee, June, asked, “Did you still want to write that grant proposal this weekend?”

      Mara blinked. “Grant?”

      “You were all fired up about it last week,” June said. “Said you were ready to stop playing small.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Definitely,” Mara said, voice too bright. “So ready to...not play small.”

      Then there was the customer who brought over a stack of novels for the “Fierce Female Leads” table. “I saw your blog post about this theme—so good,” she said. “I shared it with my book club. I love how you write about women getting messy and still winning.”

      Mara nodded numbly.

      She hadn’t written a blog post in two years. Not since Leo’s birthday party ended with a trip to urgent care and a flaming dinosaur cake.

      That night, after Leo was asleep and the dishes were done and the house was once again suspiciously spotless, she opened the laptop in the office and stared at the browser tabs already open.

      There was a half-written article titled “Burnout Isn’t a Personality Trait: Reclaiming Rest Without Permission.”

      It read like something she wanted to say. Something she’d almost said a dozen times. But never had the time. Or the energy. Or the nerve.

      She closed the laptop.

      Sat very still in the quiet.

      The envelope from Celeste was still on her dresser.

      It hadn’t moved.

      But somehow, it felt...closer.

      Like the choice inside it was pulsing now. Louder.

      Because this life?

      It was incredible.

      It was fulfilling.

      It was full.

      But every compliment, every memory, every perfectly organized thing⁠—

      It wasn’t hers.

      She let the sticky note slip from her fingers, untouched.

      Even her handwriting didn’t feel like her own anymore.

    



OEBPS/images/mara.jpg
Twzdm
Ketrmts

BORROWING

A SHORT & SWEET ROMCOM
'/

DAISY LANDISH





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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



OEBPS/images/beaches-and-trails-publishing.jpg
BEACHES AND TRAILS
PUBLISHING






OEBPS/images/rtx-1f3a4.png





OEBPS/images/timeline-retreats-chapter-break.jpg





OEBPS/images/rtx-2600-fe0f-text-received.png





OEBPS/images/timeline-retreats-wide-cover.jpg
TIMELX!

e Sofo \ldey

DAISY LANDISH






OEBPS/images/rtx-1f377.png






