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      “You will never defeat me, heathen!” I yelled.

      Sophie brandished her mock sword. “The kingdom will never be yours! I will never surrender!”

      “En guard!” I pulled my own matching rapier from its sheath at my waist and posed to attack.

      Sophie lunged for me, our wooden blades clacking against one another.

      “You, evil queen, have done your last dirty deed!”

      I held back a grin.

      We whirled and twisted, fencing and dueling. She charged.

      I feigned to the left.

      “Mom, you were supposed to die,” she admonished.

      “Oops. Sorry. Go again?”

      She nodded. Sophie lunged once more, her mock sword sliding between my armpit and my side. I dropped my rapier and collapsed to my knees.

      “You have struck me,” I moaned. “The better queen has won.”

      I dramatically fell onto my back and began to twitch, pretending I was dying the most horrible of deaths.

      Through half-mast lids, I watched Sophie creep closer. When she was within arm’s reach, I grabbed her and pulled her down to the ground and began to tickle her.

      Her peals of laughter rang through the backyard.

      “No fair,” she gasped when I ceased my ticklish attack.

      “All’s fair in true love and make believe, kiddo,” I teased. “How was my death?”

      “Ten out of ten, two thumbs up.”

      We sat next to each other, cross-legged on the lawn. She leaned her head against my shoulder. “You’re the best mom ever.”

      “How do you know?” I asked. “You’ve only had one mom.”

      “I know,” she informed me, in her lofty seven-year-old worldly voice.

      The back door slid open, and Jasper ran out to greet us, his entire butt wagging in happiness to see us. Aidan came out behind him.

      The dog went to Sophie first, bathing her face with his tongue. Laughing, she pushed him away. Jasper came to me next and flopped down onto his back. I rubbed his belly for a few moments, and when he’d had enough, he bounded over to Aidan.

      The man looked positively delectable in a pair of ratty khaki shorts, an old gray T-shirt, and a backwards Mets cap.

      Jeepers, he was hot.

      “Who won the sword fight?” he asked.

      “Sophie, of course,” I said. “She puts Arya Stark to shame. I didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Who’s Arya Stark?” Sophie asked.

      “A character who’s an expert with the sword,” I told her.

      My daughter had gone as Robin Hood last year for Halloween and even after she’d physically outgrown the costume, she hadn’t been willing to let it go. So, I’d sewn her a new one, with room to grow.

      She wore the costume four days a week, at least. And when she wasn’t in her Robin Hood costume, she preferred overalls.

      “Where’s Ollie?” Aidan asked.

      “Upstairs, making sure he’s packed everything.”

      Aidan walked to me and reached down to help me off the grass. He then began brushing off my backside.

      “I think I’m good,” I said in amusement.

      “Nah, you’re covered in dirt,” he said with a wink.

      I arched a brow.

      “Soph, why don’t you go and tell Oliver that your grandparents are on their way,” Aidan said.

      “M’kay,” she said, running toward the house, black braids flying behind her head. Jasper trotted after her.

      “Seriously? I can’t still be dirty,” I said to Aidan.

      “You’re Sibby. You’re always dirty.”

      “You made that sound sexual.”

      He pulled me into his arms and stared down at me. “Hello.”

      “Hello.”

      Aidan kissed me.

      “You know you look like a college frat guy with the backwards cap, don’t you?”

      “Oh, definitely.” He smiled, making his dimples pop up and say hello.

      “God, were you this hot when we met?”

      “Yes, I was irresistible even then.”

      “It was the flannel shirt,” I assured him. “The dimples were just the icing on the lumbersnack cake.”

      We headed into the house which was nothing short of a wreck. I winced. “Yikes. I forgot that we destroyed this place last night.”

      “Don’t look at it,” Aidan suggested. “When the kids leave, we’ll divide and conquer the clean-up.”

      “Or we could keep the living room fort we made with the kids and watch cartoons,” I suggested. “And eat ice cream for dinner.”

      “We did that with the kids last night,” he reminded me. He lifted his T-shirt to show off a six pack. “If I want to keep this and not have a dad bod, then ice cream for dinner two nights in a row isn’t the best idea.”

      I reached around and grabbed my tuchus. “Probably right. But it’s a hell of a lot of fun. I do suppose we could increase our cardio workout.”

      “We could.”

      “I was referring to sex.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I gathered as much. And I fully support that endeavor.”

      “Excellent. Glad to have you aboard, sailor.” I saluted him and then with a sigh, I went to the sink and began loading the dishes into the dishwasher.

      The twins came down the stairs, arguing. “Ollie, please,” Sophie begged.

      “No,” he said. “I don’t want to.”

      She’d changed out of her costume and put on a pair of her favorite overalls. She pushed back a curl that had escaped one of her braids and glared at her brother.

      They were best friends and worst enemies. And so completely different.

      Oliver was currently wearing a clip-on red bowtie and a pair of Chinos. His dark hair was parted and combed.

      He was as serious as an accountant during tax season. Looked like one too. I had to stop myself from squeezing the stuffing out of him because he was so cute.

      “What’s going on?” Aidan asked as he went to the fridge.

      “I asked Ollie if he’d be the Sheriff of Nottingham to my Robin Hood while we’re on our road trip, and he said he wouldn’t.”

      “Then that’s his choice,” I said.

      Aidan tossed me a loaf of bread. “Grilled cheese?”

      “Heck yes,” I said. “Oh, I guess we’re standing firm at not eating like garbage?”

      “It’s gourmet cheese,” he said. “From France. It makes a difference.”

      I wrinkled my nose at him.

      “Can I have a tomato on mine?” Ollie asked.

      “Absolutely.” I pulled out a cutting board and washed a beefsteak tomato that Annie had grown in her garden.

      I made two extra sandwiches in case Bud and Nancy hadn’t eaten lunch and left them on the counter.

      Sophie finished her sandwich first, all but inhaling it like a wolverine. She got up from the table and brought her plate to the dishwasher.

      “Can I wait out front for Grandma and Grandpa?” she asked.

      “Let’s all go,” Aidan suggested, polishing off the last bite of his sandwich.

      The four of us went out front. Oliver sat on the porch swing with Sophie, but Sophie couldn’t sit still. She launched herself off the swing and decided to do cartwheels across the front lawn.

      “Hey, Soph, maybe give your belly some time to digest,” Aidan said.

      “Rats,” she muttered, plopping down onto the grass. She tilted her face up to the sunshine.

      “I’ll have to count your new freckles when you get home in a few weeks,” I said.

      “I hope my face is covered in them,” she said.

      “You need to wear sunscreen,” Oliver informed her. “You don’t want to burn.”

      She stuck her tongue out at her brother and he returned in kind.

      “Let’s go over the rules again for when you’re in a national park,” I said looking from Sophie to Oliver and then back to her.

      “No feeding the animals,” she recited. “No touching the animals. No wandering near smelly water. Listen to Grandma and Grandpa.”

      I grinned. “Yup. You got it.”

      Sophie flipped her body around and did a head stand. “I’m going to miss you so much!”

      “Sophie,” I warned. “Do I need to clean out your ears? Your father said you need time to digest.”

      She lowered her legs to the ground.

      “I like it when you’re stern,” Aidan whispered.

      “Hush.”

      “Are you going to miss me?” Sophie asked me.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Are you going to miss Ollie?” she inquired.

      “Without a doubt. I’m so jealous you get to go to Yellowstone and see Old Faithful. It’s going to be lonely around here without you guys.”

      “But you’ve got Dad to keep you company,” Oliver pointed out.

      I looked at my husband, who was lookin’ at me like he couldn’t wait to chase me naked around the kitchen.

      “Too true.” I glanced at Oliver. “You sure you don’t want to change? Aren’t you hot?”

      He shook his head.

      I tried another avenue. “You’re going to be sitting for a long time. You don’t want to wrinkle your clothes.”

      “I want to look nice for Grandma and Grandpa,” he said.

      “Well, you look very handsome,” I commented.

      “Just like his father, right?” Aidan asked.

      “Right.”

      Bud and Nancy would be here any minute to scoop up the kids and then they were gone for six weeks on an epic road trip adventure.

      Six weeks during the summer, and for the first time in a long while Aidan and I would be kid free.

      Aidan’s phone chimed with a text. He checked the screen. “They’re turning onto our street.”

      “They’re coming!” Sophie shrieked and then hopped up.

      A few minutes later, Bud and Nancy parked a giant motorhome at the curb.

      “That thing is a beast,” Aidan muttered.

      “Not a beast. A tank. I don’t remember it looking that big,” I said.

      “That’s what she said,” he quipped.

      “We’re still saying that? After all these years?”

      “I don’t think it’ll ever go out of style.”

      Bud cut the engine of the motorhome and then he and Nancy climbed out.

      “Grandpa!” Sophie screamed as she ran to her grandfather. She wrapped her arms around his legs and he pretended she almost knocked him over.

      “What? No Robin Hood costume?” he asked.

      “I packed it.”

      Bud tugged on her left braid and then looked at his grandson. He held out his hand to him. “You’re a mighty smart dresser, Oliver.”

      Oliver beamed and took his hand, giving it a hearty shake. “Thanks, Grandpa.”

      “Let’s load up your suitcases,” Bud said. “We’ve got a long way to go.”

      “Are you guys hungry?” I asked. “We made grilled cheese sandwiches for you.”

      “Sounds good, thanks,” Bud said.

      Nancy placed her hands on her hips and pretended to be upset. “Don’t I get a hug and a kiss?”

      “Hey, Mom,” Aidan said with a grin.

      “Don’t hey mom me.” She embraced her son and then stepped back to look at him. “You look tired.”

      “Mom.” Aidan rolled his eyes.

      “Are you sleeping enough? Eating enough? Or are you and Caleb burning the candle at both ends?”

      “Have to make sure everything is ready to go for the craft brew festival,” Aidan said.

      Nancy’s gaze slid to me. “And you?”

      “And me what?” I asked.

      “When am I getting another romance novel from you?”

      I groaned. “You sound like my agent. Her emails have been in all caps lately. I’ll tell you what I told her. I’m enjoying writing children’s books under a pen name, but when I have a stellar idea for a romance novel, I’ll write it.”

      The front door opened, and Bud strolled out, carting both Oliver and Sophie’s suitcases. The kids trailed behind him with the grilled cheese sandwiches.

      “Okay, say goodbye to your parents,” Bud commanded as he loaded the suitcases in one of the outdoor storage compartments.

      Oliver hugged me first. “Do me a favor,” I whispered in his ear. “Look out for Sophie. Trouble follows her.”

      He grinned. “I’ll watch out for her.”

      “Good boy,” I said, giving him one last squeeze.

      Aidan scooped Sophie up and turned her upside down. “Promise you won’t order pepperoni pizza without me,” Sophie said in between bouts of laughter.

      “Promise,” I lied.

      We stood on the porch steps and waved to them as they drove away.

      I sighed and leaned my head against his shoulder. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked.

      “We just had grilled cheese.”

      “Appetizer,” I stated. “I could easily crush a medium-sized Pepperoni pizza with extra cheese.”

      “You’re trying to make me fat,” he quipped.

      “Yup. If you’re fat, you can’t run fast enough to get away from me.”

      “There’s never any danger of that happening.” He kissed the top of my head. “Besides, you’re not one for running.”

      I grinned up at him. “You know me so well.”
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      “Taste this,” Annie commanded.

      “Hold on,” I said. “I’m trying to placate my agent with evasive, golden-tongued fibs.”

      Annie sighed, but patiently waited for me to finish typing my email. I hit send and then clam-shelled my laptop.

      “Okay, you have my undivided attention,” I said to her.

      She held out a wooden spoon toward me.

      “What am I trying?” I asked.

      “Plum butter,” she said. “Careful, it’s hot.”

      I hopped off the stool and went to her, grasping the wooden spoon. I dunked it into the huge pot simmering on the stove and then blew on the contents before gingerly sticking it in my mouth.

      “Holy Moses,” I muttered.

      “I know, right?” She grinned. “I knew you’d love it.”

      “What are you going to do with it?”

      “Well, now that I’ve perfected the recipe, I’m going to sell it at the Farmer’s Market this weekend. You want to help me? The boys will be doing the beer thing, and I could use a helping hand.”

      “I’ll help,” I agreed. “On one condition.”

      She raised her brows and waited.

      “You feed me while the boys are gone.”

      Annie laughed. “Let me guess, you want to crash here too?”

      “Pretty please?”

      She snorted. “The guest room is always ready and waiting. Matilda loves Jasper.”

      “He’ll want to sleep on her bed. You cool with that?”

      “Yeah, why not? We’re about to cave and get her a puppy, but we’re hoping we can last until Christmas.”

      I took a sip of water. “Good luck with that. Speaking of food, what are we having for dinner tonight?”

      “Homemade butternut squash ravioli in a brown butter sauce. I just need to make a salad.”

      “Thank God you and Caleb moved Upstate. I’d starve without you.”

      “Every restaurant within a ten-mile radius knows your name and your usual order. Sometimes, the delivery guys just show up on your porch. That’s serious power.”

      A few years ago, Annie had sold Mother Shucker and then she and Caleb had moved near us. It had taken her a little while to figure out her next move, but she’d really gotten into the farm-to-table-home-garden-canning-pioneer thing. I couldn’t complain because I reaped the rewards of her cuisine and creativity.

      Caleb and Aidan had started a brewing venture that included craft beer and meads. They were discussing adding ciders as well.

      “Will you make the salad?” she asked.

      “Sure thing.”

      “So, truth time,” Annie said.

      “Hmm?”

      “Do you miss the twins?”

      “Last night we ate pizza in front of the TV and went to bed at 8:30. This morning, Aidan and I both slept in and then we had morning boinkage. It was glorious.”

      “You didn’t answer the question.”

      “Yeah, I miss them,” I admitted. “But they’re going to have a great time visiting the parks with the grandparents, and Aidan and I get to have some uninterrupted time together when he and Caleb get back from the brew festival.”

      Annie chuckled. “Oh, I miss the days of sleeping in. Matilda is better than any alarm clock.”

      I went to the refrigerator and pulled out all the ingredients for the salad. Annie had already grabbed me a cutting board, knife, and bowl.

      “You know how a knife works, yes?” she teased. “Pointy end is sharp.”

      “Thanks for the reminder. Oliver’s showing interest in cooking. If I send him to you for apprenticeship, will you take him? I need someone to cook for me in my old age. It’s clear Sophie has my genes. She has no patience in the kitchen. Not to mention her destructive powers.”

      “How many appliances has she broken?”

      “So far? Three. Sorry, four. She took out the blender the other day. We were making smoothies. She pushed a button, and sparks flew.”

      While I made the salad, Annie jarred the plum butter. We were finishing up when the front door opened and Caleb and Aidan strode into the kitchen, wearing matching baseball T-shirts and backwards caps.

      “Why is that so hot?” Annie asked me.

      “No idea, but it so is.”

      “Hello, women folk,” Caleb said.

      “Hello, men folk,” I quipped. “Did you guys win?”

      “Of course we won,” Aidan said. “Gary pitched in the minors.”

      “Yeehaw,” I said, tilting my head back so Aidan could kiss me on the lips.

      “And thank you even more for not insisting we had to cheer you on from the stands,” Annie said.

      “And by cheer, she means heckle,” I commented.

      “But you’re such good hecklers,” Caleb said, moving to hug his wife. “Is Matilda up from her nap yet?”

      “No. She went down late,” Annie commented. “I’m letting her sleep.”

      Caleb walked over to the fridge and said, “What are we drinking?”

      “Is any of the mead ready? I want to try it,” I said.

      “Yeah, I got a bottle in here.” Caleb pulled out a bottle and poured it into three glasses.

      “That’s perfect,” I said after taking a sip.

      “You think?” Caleb asked. “I’m not sure.”

      Annie was in the middle of filling a pot of water when a door upstairs opened.

      “The slumbering dragon is emerging,” Annie quipped.

      “I’ll grab her,” Caleb said, putting down his glass and heading for the stairs. “And see if I can fend off a post nap melt down.”

      “Are they not getting any better?” I asked Annie.

      “Not really. She’s just a monster until I get some food in her and then she’s an angel.”

      Aidan and I set the table and grabbed a few bottles of salad dressing and stuck them on the table, along with the salad bowl.

      Caleb returned with three-year-old Matilda who was squirming and growling.

      “Better stick some food into that kid’s mouth or she’s gonna start howling,” I commented.

      “Not helpful,” Annie said. She went to the freezer and pulled out a bag of chicken nuggets.

      “I never thought I’d see the day where you had a kid that didn’t like your gourmet cooking,” I quipped.

      “She has time to refine her palate,” Annie said. She dumped a handful of chicken nuggets into the air fryer and quickly pressed a button.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and looked at the screen.

      “The kids?” Aidan asked.

      I shook my head. “My mother.” I silenced the call and let it roll to voicemail.

      A few moments later, my phone beeped.

      “She left a message,” I said. “I’ll call her back after dinner.”

      My phone stopped vibrating for a moment, and then immediately started up again.

      “Might as well answer it,” Aidan remarked. “She won’t stop.”

      “Probably right,” I agreed. I put the phone to my ear and walked out of the kitchen and into the living room. “Hello?”

      “Sibby,” Mom blubbered.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked immediately. “Is it Dad? Bubbe?”

      “No. It’s Aunt Ida. She passed away.”

      “Oh, that’s terrible… Wait, who’s Aunt Ida?”

      “Aunt Ida. You know Aunt Ida. She’s your second cousin twice removed.”

      I frowned in confusion. “If she’s my second cousin twice removed, why are you calling her Aunt Ida?”

      “Because she’s older than your father, but younger than Bubbe,” she said as if that explained everything.

      “Oh, sure.”

      “She lived in Gator Springs, Florida. You remember Gator Springs, don’t you?”

      “Can’t say that I do.”

      “Of course you remember,” she protested. “Tiny little town off the Gulf coast in Florida. Ida had a big old house. We went for a visit once. Come on, you must remember.”

      “I really don’t,” I said. “Are you going to the funeral?”

      “Ida didn’t want a funeral. She’s being cremated.”

      “Oh. Did she want—I mean did she leave instructions on how to handle her…everything?”

      Mom was silent.

      “Mom?” I prodded.

      “She named you her legal heir.”

      “What?”

      “She left everything to you, along with instructions on how to handle her remains.”

      “But why? I don’t even remember this woman. How could she leave me everything?”

      “Ida was quirky. And the black sheep of the family. You have that in common with her, you know. That’s probably why she left everything to you.”

      “I’m not a black sheep…”

      “I meant the quirky part.”

      “So, a woman I’ve never met, who I’m barely related to, has claimed me as her heir, or whatever?”

      “You’ve met her before, you know,” she insisted. “We went to visit her. I can’t believe you don’t remember.”

      “Well, I don’t.”

      “This is really sad.”

      Sad? This woman was basically a stranger. I wasn’t going to say that to my overly sensitive mother, though. My mom cried when she killed a spider.

      “Were you close to her?”

      “No. I barely knew her.”

      I closed my eyes and prayed for patience.

      “Keep your phone on you. The lawyer will call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I need to go. We’re at Annie and Caleb’s for dinner.”

      “Give them my love.”

      “Will do.”

      “And squeeze Matilda for me.”

      “I will,” I said. “Bye, Mom.”

      I hung up with her and then headed back into the kitchen. Matilda was sitting at the table, chowing down on chicken nuggets.

      “Dinner’s just about ready,” Annie said.

      “Awesome,” I said, setting my cell phone down on the table.

      “How’s Mom?” Aidan asked.

      I sighed. “My family is nuts.”
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      “You’ve inherited her residence in Gator Springs, along with her pink 1954 Cadillac convertible. Everything she left you was placed in a trust, so there’s no waiting period like with a normal will. The deed and title have already been transferred to you,” Luke Merrill said over the phone.

      “The property taxes have also been paid for by the estate, so it’s all up to date,” he continued. “There was only one request.”

      “What’s the request?”

      “If you decide to sell the house, she wanted you to wait three months before moving forward with a sale.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Have you been to Gator Springs?” he asked.

      “Apparently. But I don’t remember it.”

      “You should come down for a visit. Get a feel for the town.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said.

      “Excellent. Please give me a call if you have any questions, or if I can do anything else for you.”

      I hung up with Aunt Ida’s lawyer and then leaned back in my office chair. Jasper jumped down from the bay window seat and launched himself into my lap.

      “Missing the kids?” I asked him, scratching behind his ears which only made him push himself into me.

      The French doors of my office were open, and Aidan appeared. “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey.”

      “So? What did the lawyer have to say?”

      “I’ve inherited a house and a pink Cadillac convertible.”

      He whistled. “Sweet.”

      “I think I’m going to go down there and check it out,” I said.

      “Yeah?”

      I nodded. “You’re leaving for the beer festival in two days, and then it’ll just be me and Jasper. I kind of want to see this house, figure out if we should sell it. My schedule is pretty open at the moment. It’s like summer break from school, but like, the adult version.”

      Aidan scratched his jaw. “I could meet you down there, after the festival. Kind of like a mini vacation.”

      “That would be amazing,” I said with a grin. “I need a good bronzing. My skin is Victorian vampire right now.” I pointed my finger at him. “Don’t say it.”

      “Say what?” He blinked owlishly. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      “Not even about my inability to tan?”

      “You said it, not me,” he pointed out.

      “Truth. I was thinking I could fly down there and just drive Aunt Ida’s pink Cadillac. Oh, but Jasper.”

      I looked at the dog who had jumped off my lap and was currently rolling onto his back, legs spread, tongue hanging out of his mouth as he scratched his back along the rug.

      “What are we going to do with Jasper?” I asked.

      “My sister can watch him. She won’t mind,” he said.

      “Oh good. He’ll have fun terrorizing chickens. He deserves a mini vacation too.”

      “You okay?” Aidan asked.

      “Hmm? Yeah, I’m okay. I’m just…I still don’t get why she gave it all to me. I don’t even know this woman. Though, Mom did say I’ve met her.”

      I stood up and went to Aidan, burying my face in his shirt. He smelled like clean laundry and sunshine.

      “It doesn’t feel right,” I muttered.

      “The woman didn’t have any children,” he pointed out. “And she clearly knew enough about you that she wanted you to inherit her home and car.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      He kissed the top of my head and stepped back. “Why don’t we take Jasper for a walk? Get some fresh air. Hold hands without Sophie and Oliver chanting ga-ross in the background.”

      I grinned. “They really are my children.”
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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/image-2025-01-29_hot-mess-express_ebook-master.jpg
SIBBY SERIES
BOOK §

USA TODAY & WSJ BESTSELLING AUTHOR
EMMA SLATE WRITING AS

E. SLATE





OEBPS/images/image-110z_alligator_black.jpg





