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A not so little note from me to you…




Dear Wonderful Reader, 

Thank you for picking up this book.

Please note that Eve had cancer. Yes, this is still a rom-com. Yes, she’s been remission for more than five years. Yes, she still has moments of anxiety due to it and it informs some of her decisions. 

I know first-hand that if you’re going through treatments right now, this might not be for you (or maybe it is, but I wanted to give you a heads up). 

I was so into this revision that I burned my broccoli soup. Well, I ate it but then left it on the burner… and I kept on wondering what that smell was. 

Now, I know.

Yes, this will be in a book at some point.

<3

Elodie








  
  
Dedication




This one is for a lot of people: 


	You, reading this book.


	Elizabeth Briggs. 


	You, dear Spark in the Park readers who played along with me and my foam board (it makes sense, I promise).


	Me.


	All the nurses out there. Especially Liz, Liz (yes, two of them), Meghan, Susan, Nancy, Sophie, Cathy, and every chemo infusion nurse who makes treatment rooms less scary.





True story: Two of the nurses I had had become nurses themselves because they had lymphoma when they were younger. They advocated for me in ways that still make my throat tight with gratitude. They showed me there’s life (real, messy, beautiful life) during and after cancer. They stood in that pond with me, and I felt less alone even during those first nights at the hospital.

And during transplant: Nurses made me laugh and held my hand. Nurses listened. And one nurse even told my husband he might want to sleep over in the hospital room that one night, right when I developed sepsis.

Eve is following in their footsteps.

If you’ve never had cancer, you’ll see cancer is not the topic of the book. It’s not a plot point per se (even though it does play a role). Because Eve isn’t just a former cancer patient. She’s an ER nurse. A woman with dreams, hopes, an emotional support pickle that definitely looks like a Martian dick, and a vibrator she named after the one who got away: Adam Large Hands Harrison.

Sorry, Adam Kind-Guy-Large-Hands Harrison.

Because Kind Guys Who Can Be Bad? Yep.

If you’ve had cancer or are going through treatment right now, I understand this book may not be for you. Honestly? I probably wouldn’t have read it then either. But maybe it is. Maybe you want to read about someone who had cancer and is dealing with life and the some of its aftermath which includes a rom-com because damn it, why not? In which case, thank you for trusting me. And I promise you: This story has a happy ending.

I won’t talk about the dickish doctor (well...there’s Chuck) or the one who gave me hope (but maybe you’ll see him in there) or the therapists who helped me too (even though, yes both Adam and Eve went to therapy). I also won’t go into treatment details (even though I’m pretty sure many of us loved our port, because trying to find a vein? Not fun. And also, tears in the shower? Could be a band name).

I wanted to write this book because cancer sucks enough without taking away the rom-com parts, the funny parts, the life parts. Because it’s hard to become a “patient”. It’s hard to no longer be a patient.

And because I’m ready to write it. I wasn’t ready five years ago. Or seven years ago.

This story is about accepting yourself. Accepting help. Accepting the scars.

And to my husband: who went with me to every chemo, almost every immunotherapy infusion, all my scans, almost allllllllllll the appointments.

And who peels clementines and only gives me the sweet ones: I appreciate you. I see you. I’ll do more real-life memes for you, I promise.

I love you.








  
  

Chapter one

Seven Years Ago, in A Webchat App in this galaxy right here.


[image: ]




AdamWoof:



Got bit by a chihuahua. Again. This one was wearing a Santa hat. Currently applying pressure while Liv eats brains on my screen.




EveNoLastName123


Watching it, too. That's a good episode. Wait…Did you clean it properly? Is your tetanus shot up to date? 


AdamWoof


 Shot's current. (types, deletes) And have I told you already you’re going to be the best nurse?


EveNoLastName123


(Totally know how to accept compliments without deflecting). Thank you. Also, chapter twelve would make your night even better.


AdamWoof


4 weeks, 2 days. No Santa chihuahuas. You, me, chapter twelve, and whatever comes after. Can’t wait.




Narrator: 


Plot twist: She stood him up. For reasons that seemed good at the time. 


Fa-la-la-la... la. Keep reading for a second chance where kind guys with veterinary training know exactly where to apply pressure.











  
  

Chapter two

PART ONE (technically Part 1.5):


[image: ]




ONE KISS (not even under the mistletoe). A VIBRATOR BETRAYAL. ONE STUPIDLY PERFECT NIGHT. 


Bridget Jones: Wait a minute... nice boys don't kiss like that. 
Mark Darcy: Oh, yes, they fucking do.Bridget Jones’ Diary














  
  

Chapter three

EVE


[image: ]




“UC Medical Center thanks you for your application, but after careful consideration, we regret to inform you we decided to move forward with a better-suited candidate. Wishing you happy holidays.” Translation: Your-Suspension-Makes-You-Radioactive. 

This is the sixth rejection email this week. 

It’s all good. I’ve still got five pending applications. Plus, the Trauma ER Coordinator position at Lakeview Hospital doesn’t open until January. The timing’s perfect: finish this small-town stint, grab a glowing recommendation that screams “stable and so professional,” and make it back to Chicago in time to show Chuck he didn’t completely obliterate me.

Because he didn’t.

I’m still Eve Can-Do-This Foster. Right? 

Maybe. Totally. 

“You okay girls?” I murmur to my dogs in the backseat as I pause my audiobook. 

When my Great Dane and dachshund tilt their head as if to say, “You got this mom,” I finally step out of my parked car. The only one in this deserted gas station.  My gaze darts around and goosebumps trail up my neck. Between the inflatable Santa singing “Merry Christmas” in a creepy metallic voice in the corner, the flickering lights and the abandoned-vibes of the motel on the other side of the road, this could be the beginning of The Shining: Christmas Edition.

Hurrying, I slam my credit card against the machine while my phone rings. The hospital. Hope flickers in my chest. Maybe they saw the error of their ways and are asking me back. 

“Eve.” Great. My ex. 

I clear my throat. “I don’t have time.” But of course he doesn’t listen to me. Instead, his voice blares from the speakers from inside the car as my phone switches to Bluetooth without my permission. Something about holiday staffing schedules I never asked about.

The pump beeps.

Payment declined. 

Crap. Shit. Fuck.

Wind and snow slap me in the face as I use my only other card while attempting one of those deep-breathing “hmms” Julie taught me. But I sound like a congested Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer impersonating a meditation instructor. My bank account is probably sending me an “I’m so disappointed text,” and I refuse to calculate how many oatmeal dinners stand between me and financial ruin. Dorothy’s dental surgery cost more than my monthly rent, and she probably still has better credit than I do.

Approved.

I’d do a happy dance, but my fingers are frozen and I’m 90% sure a serial killer’s watching me from that abandoned building.

“Eve, are you even listening?” I slide back into my car, ignoring my ex’s grating tone and the tightening in my throat as my dogs throw me Mommy-will-never-afford-premium-kibble-again stares from the backseat. 

I exhale, rip off my beanie, and push back my honey-blonde hair, now standing on end like I licked an outlet. Not quite the “new life, new hair” cut Claire recommended post-divorce. The mirror reflects my tired brown eyes and circles no concealer dares challenge. I look less “exciting new chapter” and more “needs a nap and more therapy.”

But I got this.

The motor sputters as I turn back onto what can only be described as a country road to holiday hell.

“Why are you really calling, Chuck?” I maintain my professional nurse voice. The one I use when explaining to drunk college students why, no, the ER can’t “just take out” the lightbulb they’ve inserted somewhere creative. Nothing says “holiday spirit” quite like maintaining eye contact with a guy wearing only a Santa hat who keeps insisting, “But it was a Christmas light. Festive, dude.” 

“I’m worried about you,” Chuck says, his voice mellowing into that smooth tone that once made my shoulders relax. “I’ve been thinking about us, and how sorry I am about how things ended.”

My entire body tenses. Ah, this part of the script. Chuck’s “genuine” apology. Version 10.0. He’s perfected it over the years, with enough regret and tenderness to sound convincing to anyone who hasn’t heard it before. Five versions ago, I might have believed him. Now? It’s another Jerk Du Soleil performance.

I let him talk anyway. Not because there’s hope left, but because when Chuck thinks his apology has landed, he gets careless. And careless means information I could use. For Jennie who needs to know his apologies come with an expiration date. For me...

He continues, “I was thinking about that Christmas Eve at my parents’. Remember? When you told everyone about that glass heart ornament your grandfather made?”

I remember. The warm lights, the champagne, how Chuck had pulled me close as I explained Papet’s glassblowing. How everyone listened instead of executing their standard Eve-is-talking-let’s-check-our-phones protocol. One of those rare moments when I didn’t force a Chuck-approved smile. When I belonged. Or thought so. 

Memory blurs the worst parts like anesthesia: numbing what hurt until the feeling floods back, sharp and sudden.

“My mother still talks about that story,” he says softly. “How much it meant to everyone. To us.”

I’m taking the ornament to Papet this New Year’s. Proof it survived both the fall and my divorce. Everything else from Cape Cod? Still boxed up in my parents’ attic. Like artifacts. Like feelings I never fully unpacked.

“That ornament means a lot to me,” I murmur, tapping the steering wheel. Definitely a soothing mechanism like my therapist said. Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap. 

“Maybe, but it’s mine.” His voice hardens. 

“What?” Well, that’s new.

“After all the work I did to get it repaired when you knocked it off the tree.”

Ah yes, the fight. One of many. Where I ended up believing him instead of my own eyes. Yet again. 

When I don’t immediately respond, he pushes harder. “The receipt is in my name. Jennie was looking at old photos last night and asked where it was. I had to tell her my ex-wife is being unreasonable. Again. I want to surprise her with it at Christmas.”

Jennie. My former mentee who’s now sleeping in my former bed. The one I trained, supported through her first year, who cried on my shoulder more than once. Now she’s playing house with my ex-husband. But I also know if he wants to “surprise” her, he’s already being an ass to her. 

 He continues, “You know the holidays are hard for her, and you’re making them harder.”

“I?” And I sound like Dorothy’s favorite squeaky toy. “Me?”

“Yes, you. Who else? You clearly are not over me, and I get it, but I moved on. You should, too. So, Eve… tell me, where is the ornament?”

“Maybe it’s shoved all the way up your ass,” I murmur as I check the GPS again. Is it frozen?

“Very professional. I didn’t want to go there. But don’t make me call—”

I hang up before he finishes, swallowing a scream. Goodreads says villains should have layers. Chuck definitely does. Three dimensions of pure, undiluted assholery.

The Bluetooth reconnects automatically. Like I actually didn’t hang up on him. My barely functioning car is possessed by a Christmas spirit, and not a happy one.

His voice is coming in and out. Sounding more metallic by the second. “J—j—Jenn—ie. Your—protocol.” Yes, I know you stole my family support program protocol. Fuck you, Chuck all the way to the moon. 

“Part—paaaart—time. Cancer—” Even my malfunctioning Bluetooth can’t stop my lungs from freezing.

Hang up. Hang up now before he says something that really cuts. I press the button, but I can still hear him breathe.

And, of course, now, my car decides it’s time to let me hear him crystal clear.

“Cancer fucked you up. And gave you an inflated ego. You only care about yourself not the patients. You don’t care about anyone else, really.”

And there we go. Chuck’s greatest hit. His way of erasing my calling as a nurse. The one I discovered after being on the other side of the hospital bed. Believing I could show ER patients they’re still people, not just another chart. At least his assessment doesn’t sting as much anymore. It’s a faded bruise on the heart that only makes you go “ouch” when you poke it. And Chuck’s second specialty, after Emergency Medicine, is How to Make Eve Feel Like Shit. He earned three PhDs on the subject during our marriage.

I can picture him running a hand through that expensive McDreamy haircut. “You were always broken and even I couldn’t fix you.”

This time, when I hang up on him again, it works.

Nope. It doesn’t.

Bluetooth: 3. Eve: 0.

Blanche snorts.

“Is that my girl I hear?” Chuck says, smug as ever, protein shaker clinking in the background. “How are my dogs? You’ve had your credentials back for three months…what else are you doing except spoiling them rotten?”

“The dogs you never walked are fine,” I snap, glancing in the rearview mirror. Dorothy’s licking Blanche’s ear, and Blanche shoots me a side-eye. And he doesn’t get to know that I do, indeed, have a job. Starting tomorrow. In the middle of nowhere, apparently. 

“My lawyers advise me I have options,” he continues, with enough of an edge that I know it’s a threat. “If you don’t get me my ornament before Christmas, I’ll sue. Got it? Happy holidays, sweetheart.”

And, of course, when he hangs up, it works.

Ugh!

When I met him, I was Jennie’s age. He was older, confident—the kind of man who walks into rooms knowing he is the smartest person there. He became my friend. Supportive. Sweet. So sure about us. Waited for me to be ready to date after The One We Don’t Talk About, wooed me.

As a doctor, he didn’t flinch when he saw the port I still had. Promised he knew exactly what he was getting into. He sold me on a version of us that felt safe. Real. Like the kind of future people toast to. And we did.

For a while, I believed we did.

And maybe it wasn’t all fake. 

But during our relationship, I learned how to walk on eggshells in my own home, to brace myself for him finding faults in what I did or didn’t do without ever taking accountability for himself, to not laugh too hard because it wasn’t “becoming.”

To not bring up cancer or my fatigue or my fears because I needed to be strong “for my own good.”

And I believed him. I played the part because I helped write the script until the scenes kept changing. Until my role kept shrinking and getting sadder.

And it’s not my job to keep molding myself into someone smaller or shinier (too much one moment, not enough the next), to match whatever version of me made him taller, brighter, the superhero of a story I was never meant to star in.

At least that’s what my therapist says.

Needing a palate cleanser from Chuck, I press play again.

“You’re mine, mi amore.” The narrator’s voice drags thanks to my car’s dying speaker system before catching up to itself, and his deep timbre rumbles through my ancient Honda Civic with crystal clarity. Thank you, universe. 

This audiobook may be the only love story in my future. But hey, at least I’ve got my vibrator for orgasms: reliable, rechargeable, really efficient and bullshit-resistant. 

Go, me.


      [image: ]
An hour later, I’m still lost. My Honda Civic smells of burnt Pop-Tart, the GPS won’t stop recalculating, and through the speakers, Dante has given Catharina three orgasms and a back massage.

I glance down. Still no Spencer Road. Cool, cool, cool.

Right as Dante is about to show Catharina again how much he cares, the ringtone with Rachel Platten’s “Fight Song” belts through Bluetooth.

“Eve!” Multiple voices explode through my speakers, startling Dorothy into dachshund parkour against the window despite being securely attached, while Blanche hides underneath her paws. 

“You at the B&B?” Poppy asks. 

“Any Bigfoot sightings?” Julie adds.

“Or sexy lumberjacks who read poetry?” Harper chimes in. “Also. Send pictures. But be careful. Julie’s picky about pictures. She’s threatening to block me.”

“I will block you,” Julie replies. “You send me one more picture of my brother making you breakfast in a Santa costume and I will erase you from my contacts.”

“He looked good.”

“Gross. That’s my brother.”

“You asked for pictures!”

“Of the Christmas Tree, Harper. The Christmas Tree.”

“Ohhh… I don’t think I should send you picture of his Christmas Tree. It’s a Redwood… if you know what I mean.”

“Delete my number!”

I snort, surprising myself. Apparently, I’m still capable of amusement under layers of cynicism. A Christmas miracle.

“Alright, alright.” Claire’s voice has a smile in it, “Send me all the pictures. I’m not related to any of you. Now, Eve, ready for your Hallmark Christmas movie era? Rumor has it your male lead has large hands.”

“Hallmark? Have you met me? Eve Foster, Registered Nurse and newly appointed Christmas Grinch.”

Claire chuckles. “Hey, the scrubs you packed for this ‘perfect second chance’ job are festive red and green. You’re trying.”

True, but I don’t tell her it feels like a tiny Band-Aid on a million broken bones.

“Chuck called.”

The car falls silent except for Blanche’s suspicious snort and whispers of “this asshole.” 

“Tell me you’re blocking Dr. Jerk Du Soleil’s number,” Claire continues.

“I did. But he called me from the hospital… when I realized it was him, I thought he might say something about my suspension I could tell Jennie.”

“F—f—fuck him,” they chorus as my Bluetooth stutters, choosing violence as its final act.

“Your car gets it,” Harper says.

“Turn right now,” my GPS commands with the confidence of someone who’s never seen a ditch.

“If I turn right now, I’m ending up on Dateline.”

A shadow appears in the distance.

I squint.

Bigfoot? A man? An axe-wielding monster?

“This is how it starts,” I murmur, as both Blanche and Dorothy’s barking hits full alert levels.

“What do you mean? Eve? Hello?” My friends’ voices grow increasingly concerned but also further away as if my reception is getting spotty… I narrow my eyes, as a tiny blur darts into the road.

“Shit!” I slam on the brake and yank the wheel, tires skidding as I swerve toward the shoulder. “Everyone okay?”

I turn to my dogs who I swear nod back at me. “I’ll be right back,” I tell them and slide out of the car with Dorothy’s carrier she refuses to use. The chihuahua stares at me with the wide-eyed terror of a creature that was trying to vibe before the universe betrayed him. And damn it, I recognize that look. That “how did I get here?” look that makes you question every life choice that led to this moment. 

“Come on,” I whisper. “You got this.” 

And maybe it’s my understanding tone, or the cold, but the chihuahua with a Christmas sweatshirt and a collar that says “LoverBoy” jumps into the carrier like he’s finally found its emotional support human. Welcome to the club, buddy. We’re all looking for that particular someone. Well, not me. I got my dogs. The only relationship status with a scientifically proven positive impact on blood pressure.

I glance back up.

Fuck. 

That shadow grew broad shoulders.

“Let’s go, LoverBoy.” I hurry back into my car, keeping the rising panic locked deep inside with all my other unresolved trauma. Not today, Satan.

The phone chimes. Please let it be Claire telling me she’s geo-located me and is sending help. But nope. 

My car’s robotic Bluetooth voice reads:


Second Chance Dating App 


"Love the pic. Do you suck dicks?"




Happy Holidays to me.

I grip the steering wheel, a startled laugh escaping me. This is from an app that promises love and understanding, a partner who gets you. 

The laugh dies in my throat as I squint through the windshield. The shadowy figure is moving closer. And is he crouching? Making a strange sound? 

“Co, co, co.” 

It could be a coyote with bronchitis. Or a serial killer rehearsing his holiday-themed monologue. Either way, I’ve watched enough true-crime shows to know this is where the narrator says, “She never saw it coming.”

Where is Dante with his “touch her and die” intensity when you need him? A fictional man ready to burn the world down for his love sounds pretty good right about now.  Something about the approaching figure makes my stomach clench in a way that has nothing to do with fear and everything to do with déjà vu. Great. Even my fight-or-flight response is having flashbacks. 

My Bluetooth comes back to life. “Hello? Hello? You’re freaaaaaaaaaaking us o—o—out.” Julie’s voice goes up two octaves.

Unbothered, LoverBoy stretches and settles in the carrier like he’s lived here forever. For a dog I almost ran over, he seems alarmingly trusting. 

I glance at him, at Blanche, at Dorothy. Three sets of eyes staring at me like I know what I’m doing. Dangerous assumption, but I’ll take it.

“I’m okay.” I’m not even sure my friends can hear me at that point. Not that it matters when my definition of “okay” includes being stranded in a horror Christmas movie with a cursed Honda Civic, three dogs, and a potential serial killer doing his best seasonal ASMR.

Where is my emotional support pickle when I need it? In the backseat, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind.

Proof 1001 I’m not Hallmark material.

But Lifetime? Oh, I’m your final girl… armed with trauma, a push-up bra, and one shot at my Prove-It-All-Without-Falling-Apart era.

Fa-la-la-la?








  
  

Chapter four

ADAM
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Find the dog. Get to Wes’s early dinner. Finish my bags to hit the road tomorrow. That’s the plan. 

“Co, Co, Co,” I mutter, aware I sound like Santa in need of a doctor. 

Trust Mrs. Clark to convince me that chihuahuas respond to chicken calls. Apparently, it’s the exact pitch for “come here, you’re safe” in tiny dog language. Eight years of school (including vet school) and not once did anyone teach me to cluck at small breeds. Go figure.

The thermometer on my phone reads twelve degrees. Cold enough to worry about a four-pound dog with more attitude than body mass. LoverBoy’s probably burning through his glucose reserves trying to stay warm in this weather. Hypothermia in small breeds happens fast—one minute they’re shivering, the next they’re drowsy and fading.

“LoverBoy, you pain in my ass.” I sweep my flashlight across the shoulder, following paw prints barely bigger than quarters. “You couldn’t wait until tomorrow to make your grand escape? When I’m officially off-duty?”

“You’re doing wonderful, Adam dear,” Mrs. Clark’s voice crackles through my phone. The same woman who’s been dropping off “found” animals at my clinic since I was the gangly kid cleaning cages during summer breaks. The one who brought me homemade cookies after my first scary surgery.

I exhale, watching my breath cloud and dissolve. Last month, I signed away the clinic I built from scratch. Six years of convincing farmers to bring in animals. Of renovating that old paper mill into a place with proper surgical lights and recovery kennels. Of midnight calving emergencies.

And today was my last day before moving.

Dr. Chen had practically bounced as she signed the final papers, her wife already measuring for new blinds in my—her—office. “We’re keeping the name,” she’d said. “Pine Creek Animal Hospital has a good reputation.”

My signature is fresh on the Soundside Community College contract too. The teaching position I’ve been circling for years, always finding the perfect excuse. Can’t leave during parvo season. Can’t leave during calving season. Can’t leave during whatever convenient season kept me rooted here while classmates built research careers and wrote textbooks.

Dad hadn’t even looked surprised when I told him. He nodded like he’d been expecting it, like he’d been waiting for me to finally admit I wanted more than being Pine Creek’s animal savior. “About time,” he’d said, bourbon in hand. “Your mother’s already planning which cruise to drag me on when you’re not here for her to fuss over.”

So much for being irreplaceable.

My phone buzzes with a reminder: “New Hires SCC Orientation – January 4th.” The teaching program needs someone with rural experience. Someone who knows what it’s like when the nearest emergency clinic is an hour away and you’ve got a Great Dane with bloat on your table. Someone who can train techs to handle what’s coming through those doors when the nearest vet is too far away.

And the vet office I’m reopening part-time in Sandwich Bay is the perfect place to continue training those vet techs. I’ll get there tomorrow if I drive straight through Pine Creek to Massachusetts, start cleaning the day after. Set up the small apartment above the clinic. Reopen after the holidays.

It gives me plenty of time to get settled. Plus, I have a business association meeting to attend and an invitation to the Daniel Weber’s Inn for a dinner with colleagues from the Cape. 

It’s exactly what I’ve wanted. So why does my chest tighten every time I look at the calendar? Why did I spend this morning memorizing the feel of familiar kennels and cabinets like I’m never coming back?

Because you’re not. That’s how leaving works.

A brown blur finally catches in my flashlight beam. LoverBoy, Christmas sweater dusted with snow, stares at me with that unique mix of defiance and terror only tiny dogs can master. I lower myself, moving the way I approach all flight risks - slow, deliberate, nothing sudden.

Before I can reach LoverBoy, headlights cut through the darkness. The tiny dog runs again. Fast.

Fuck.

Then he freezes, caught in the beam like the world’s smallest deer.

“LoverBoy, don’t move,” I whisper, as if he’ll understand me better than Mrs. Clark’s chicken calls.

The driver spots him too late. They wrench the wheel. Amateur move on this stretch. The locals know better. I watch the tires lose their grip, the back end swinging out in that familiar, sickening slide.

The car fishtails, scraping to a stop against the shoulder with the distinct sound of metal meeting frozen earth. Not a T-bone into a tree, but enough to shake someone up.

“Something’s come up,” I tell Mrs. Clark. “I’ll call you back.” I can still hear her saying what she always says, “You’re a good boy, Adam. Always helping everyone.”

Before I can rush toward the car, the driver’s door opens a crack. Steps out of the car, scoops something up. Slams shut again. At least they’re okay.

“Hello?” I call out. But whoever is in the car can’t hear me with the wind.

My phone screen glows with my brother’s texts from an hour ago: 


Kellan


Dude, are you seriously ditching Wes's birthday AGAIN? It's the third year in a row.




I’ll reply as soon as I get Loverboy. I might even make it for the end of it. 

My brother adds, 


Kellan


You do know this was more than a birthday party, right?




Fuck. I suspected it could be a surprise party. For me leaving. But, also didn’t want to assume. I’m the one who organizes parties, postpones events because my work comes first but makes sure everyone else can still party.

I scan the road with my flashlight, looking for any sign of LoverBoy. No movement in the ditches. Either he's hiding somewhere in the underbrush, or the driver did scoop him up.

Time slows as I approach the car, each boot crunching through ice. Still doing that chicken co, co, co sound in case LoverBoy is nearby. My pace is cautious, steady. The same one I use approaching injured animals. Don’t startle them. Don’t make sudden movements.

My phone vibrates against my hip. And my watch shows Mom’s latest message:


Mom


Your dad's new nurse practitioner is arriving today. Staying at your B&B. Please be kind.




Kind is my fucking middle name.

She and Dad taught me well.

“Everyone deserves another chance,” he'd say, hiring the receptionist with the DUI or the nurse with the anxiety disorder. I used to think it was noble. Now I wonder if it was his way of staying necessary.

Another text buzzes through: 


Mom


She's smart. Just saying.




In Mom-speak, that translates to: “marry her before New Year’s.” Mom’s matchmaking. Even one day before I leave. As subtle as a bull in heat. Better than Mayor Clark cornering me after the sale went public, “You sure about this, son? Some decisions you can’t take back.”

As if I haven’t thought about this every day for the past year. As if signing those papers wasn’t the hardest and easiest thing I’ve ever done.

I take a steadying breath. Priorities.

Check the driver. Find the dog. Make it to Rosie’s in time for Wes to forgive me. Again.

There’s always someone to help. A dog. A neighbor. A last-minute favor. I used to think it made me dependable. Lately, I’m not sure what it makes me anymore. 

Silence stretches between us, until I hear a muffled sound—something between a gasp and a curse. 

Shuffling. The distinct jingle of dog tags.

“Shit. Crap. Fuck.”

I expect some flustered tourist, maybe an out-of-towner trying to text and drive. 

Not someone who knows how to say shit, crap, fuck like it’s punctuation.

“I’m going to murder Claire,” she continues.

And my stomach takes a polar plunge without my fucking permission.

Worse than the time my brother dared me into Lake Erie in January.

Icy. Sudden. Breath stolen.

That voice. I’d know it anywhere.

It’s embedded in me like the exact pressure needed to check a nervous puppy’s heartbeat without spooking him. Like antiseptic and fresh hay in the clinic. Like every Christmas song the radio has been playing since Thanksgiving.

No. No way.

The window rolls down an inch. 

Brown eyes. Firewood brown. Whiskey ember warm.

One arched brow. That expression.

It can’t be.

Not her.

Not now.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

The shock eases, but the cold doesn’t. It hooks in deep and won’t let go. Seven years disintegrating in an instant.

EveNoName123.

In Pine Creek.

In my town.

On my road.

What the fuck?








  
  

Chapter five

EVE
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The snow and my now flickering headlights make it impossible for me to make out whoever is out there, but whoever is out there is tall. 

“E—e—ve?” My friends call out.

“Shh!” 

Blanche’s chicken toy squeaks when I grip it like I’m wielding a sword, bracing for the fight of my life. I do not put the chicken down. 

My emergency tote is on the floor behind the passenger seat—band-aids, an extra leash for the girls, hand sanitizer, my half-finished crochet Santa pickle (Dickle), two romance novels and the vibrator in its little velvet pouch that absolutely refuses to close all the way.

I reach back, hoping for… I don’t know… a whistle? A flashlight? A life decision reset button.

My fingers brush the pouch instead. 

The vibrator’s slick pink head slides halfway out like it’s trying to make a grand entrance.

No. Nope. Not today.

I try to shove it back in with one hand, which only makes it tilt forward like it's making eye contact.

I freeze.  

I pretend that did not happen.  

I pretend I have control over anything in my life.

And I keep the chicken.

I’ve always wondered if my last thought would be some profound line to inspire generations. Instead, what flashes through my mind? Someone’s going to find my vibrator.

The police report will list “one female victim, three very much alive dogs, and one overused Pleasure3000 that suggests serious trust issues.”

At least I have clean underwear on (mom would be so proud).

Bigfoot knocks on my window like a well-behaved Bigfoot who’s read the serial killer etiquette handbook.

“You okay in there?” The deep voice has my stupid heartbeat speeding up with a roar. Because that voice tickles my brain.

“Huh-huh.” My fingers clench around Blanche’s rubber chicken until it squeaks again. “I have the cops on the line.”

“Say hi to Officer Martinez for me.” It’s not his casual tone that sends an icicle down my spine. It’s that the dots are connecting despite my brain’s singing La-la-la-la-This-Can’t-Be-Real.

Crap. Shit. Fuck. To the thousands.

I grab my beanie, tugging it down on my curls and ease the window down another inch, enough to peek out without confirming what I already sense in my stem cells.

“I’m a vet, but I’m first aid certified.” And now he’s angling his flashlight toward me.

I jerk back, but the beam catches my face and I slam my palm on the window control. Up. Now. The window shudders, sticks, then drops dramatically like Dorothy when she sees a squirrel. Of course.

“Need help with that?” He rasps out. 

Not a serial killer.

Not a carjacker.

So much worse.

The AdamWoof is standing outside my car.  

And yes, he looks like a man who could chop woods while reciting poetry and make forest creatures swoon. I’m not going to sneak a picture for Harper or Julie or… me.

I yank off my beanie, fluff my honey-blonde (no longer pink) hair then immediately slap my hands over my face. Not exactly a game-changing peek-a-boo, but hey, worth a shot.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Is that the tone of someone who’s asking if I hit my head or if I’m still in remission?

I’m not ready. I’m nowhere close to ready. Let’s face it, I’ll never be ready. Even if I lived to a thousand years and did therapy for a million hours. My car engine makes a concerning noise that definitely won’t support my escape plan. 

“Ugh-ugh.”

“Have you seen a chihuahua?”

His voice is deeper than I remember. More... everything. 

I peel my fingers away from my face one by one, hoping he might disappear. No such luck. He’s still here. Still devastating.

“Adam.” His name crawls out of my throat as the chicken squeaks once more. Because of course, the first time we meet in person I’m holding my dog’s support chicken toy.

He studies me silently, probably cataloging every change since we last connected (my face is fuller, my hair is my natural color, my brain’s gone offshore), while I fumble for words.

“So. Ugh, hmm. Hi.” Great words, Eve. Wonderful.

His lips twitch upward. “Really? Hi?” His voice wraps around me like honey and heat and a healthy dose of what-the-fuck.

“Yep. Hi. Hello.” Words and I used to be acquainted. Friends, really.

He crouches next to the car so we’re eye-level and yep, this is where “I could get lost in his gaze” makes actual sense. An ocean of regrets and remorse right there.

“Are you okay?” Ha. There it is. The tone. This is why Claire’s Hallmark movie magic is bound to fail. I’m not Hallmark material. I’m the cancer survivor with neuropathy, too much baggage and scars. As I said, pure Lifetime movie.

“Eve?” His tone is filled with tension. Oh right, the question.

“Yep. I’m good. Healthy,” I murmur and his jaw seems to relax. “Totally fine.” Because nothing says “fine” like my stomach spinning around and my heart doing flips Simone Biles would be proud of. Why does he have a gruff jaw now? Can I touch it? 

Nope. No touching. Bad nurse, bad.

I brush my fingers in my hair instead and remind myself to breathe because that blue gaze of his is peeling layers of my past that would put me on the naughty list and my exhale is caught somewhere between my lungs and the North Pole. 

“Thank fucking everything,” he rasps. Because despite everything, he’s still decent. And because of everything, I want to either lean closer or crawl under my Great Dane.

Instead, I sit even straighter, force my lips into… nope, not a smile. Say hello to the Joker—Eve Foster Edition.

My Bluetooth crackles back to life. “Eve?” Claire’s voice tightens with what sounds suspiciously like guilt. “Say something.”

“Yep. Good. Here.” I speak in code now.

“Oh good.” She breathes out. “Because there’s so much ahead. Like what I was telling you about your Hallmark movie era. I thought I should wait… but … I can’t wait anymore. Your new boss? I’m pretty sure he’s Adam’s father.”

“Yep, that Adam...” Julie confirms as Harper exclaims, “VoiceGasm in the actual flesh!”

Claire continues, “Remember that picture you have of him? I only realized it yesterday when I browsed old pictures on the clinic’s website. Dr. Harrison had a picture of his entire family… and, well… I tried to call—”

“She’s aware,” VoiceGasm says, deadpan.

My whole body locks up.

Adam stands back up, arms crossed, his face giving away nothing. And nothing means everything because I once could have written a medical thesaurus cataloging each of his micro-expressions.

“Wait.” Claire’s inhale could rival any dramatic podcast reveal. “Is he—”

“Right here?” My voice hits a high pitch only a dog could hear. I clear my throat. “Oh yeah. He’s right here.”

“Ohhh… plot twist,” Julie murmurs.

“I swear I didn’t realize it until that picture on the website,” Claire rushes to explain. “I was going to tell you last night, but you said you were done looking backward, that you needed this fresh start more than anything, and I thought...” She trails off, realizing she’s only making it worse.

“You thought ambushing me was better?” I hiss through clenched teeth, aware of Adam watching this unfold with that unreadable expression.

“It’s the perfect job and they don’t care, about… your issues. And I thought maybe it was fate,” Claire admits quietly. My best friend, the one who held my hand through scans when Chuck wouldn’t, the one who helped me pack after I found Chuck in that supply closet.  “And that if I told you, you wouldn’t go.”

And there it is. The truth I can’t even argue with, because she’s right. I wouldn’t have come.

Seven years since I stood him up, convinced he deserved someone whole, not a girl with radiation burns and scars who couldn’t guarantee a future and who lied to him for months. And now he’s standing here, not the vet student who’d read to me when I couldn’t sleep, but a full-grown man who’d make even Dante from my audiobook raise an eyebrow. 

“I…”

Adam’s eyes narrow. “So, you didn’t plan to come here?” His voice is too controlled, too measured. 

“I thought I was going to the Jersey Shore.” Like that explains anything.

“Eve, babe.” Claire clears her throat. “I never said The Jersey Shore. You’re in Pine Creek, close to Jersey Shore, a little town in Pennsylvania.” 

“Find out if he still makes that sound when he—” Harper starts.

“—We can still hear you!” I interrupt, my face burning.

“I love you. You’ve got this,” Claire says softly.

“Yep. Love you, bye!” I hang up before my voice betrays me further.

I squeeze my eyes shut, wondering if I can manifest a sinkhole right under my feet.

“The chihuahua?” Adam’s voice pulls me back like a crash cart during code blue. Unwanted but necessary for survival.

I nod. “He’s here. He’s safe. He seems fine.”

“Good.”

“Did he bite you?” Great callback to seven years ago, ladies and gentlemen. I’m here all month, apparently.

“Really?” I really hate how even his tone remains a black hole. I once memorized everything about this man: the way he likes his waffles (crispy on the outside, melting deliciousness on the inside), that he’s not a fan of peanut butter and chocolate (but loves snickers!), that he used to play hockey, that when he laughs, it’s the type of laughter that had the clearly magical power of thawing the Ice Queen—aka me. “No, he didn’t bite me. And I can tend to my own wounds. Got plenty of years to learn.”

Ouch. “Yep. Good. Hmmm.”

From the backseat, my dogs are on a mission to remind me they’re here.

Dorothy is rustling behind me which usually means she’s plotting a soap opera where she's the main character.

Nope. She’s halfway into my tote.

“Dorothy. Don’t you—"

She emerges victorious, dragging Dickle—my half-crocheted Santa pickle ornament—by the yarn string. It looks more like something from Martians Have Big Dick Energy, too than an ornament, but hey, stress crocheting for the win.

At least it's not my vibrator. 

“Dorothy. That is not a dog toy.”

She licks it.

And then she humps it.

Because of course she does.

I still have Blanche’s squeaky chicken toy in one hand, so I grab for Dickle with the other like I’m performing deranged festive juggling.

“Stop. Humping. Bad. Sex,” I blurt out before realizing the words, strung together, are deeply misleading.

Adam raises an eyebrow. “Bad sex?”

“Not you. I mean—no, not us. I meant the dogs. Sex. Bad. You. Good.” I should really stop speaking. Chuck once told me I was never flustered. Clearly, he was wrong.

Chuck never knew me. And maybe that one’s on me. My brain continues misfiring. “You. Me. Good. I mean I don’t know. For sure.” I drop the chicken.

Adam’s lips twitch. “I wouldn’t be opposed to a demonstration.”

My hand tightens on Dickle the crocheted pickl.

Adam’s gaze flicks down.

To the emergency tote.

Where the velvet pouch has fully given up and the vibrator is no leaning out like it has opinions.

“But let’s start with frostbite and your car first, yeah?”

“Yep. Good. Great.”

“Okay.”

“I have the manual somewhere.” But I’m not looking for the manual. I’m looking at him. And he’s looking at me.

“So, I’m not dreaming. EveNoName123.” My old username rolls off his tongue like a memory. “Here in my town.”

“Hmm-hmm.” At this stage, I should buy a thesaurus. Instead, I wave Dickle in the air, and finally lean forward, pretending to search for the manual, when my car’s stereo awakens: “For Christmas, I’m going to devour you until you scream my name, tesoro,” the deep-voiced narrator purrs.

Shit. 

I press Volume Down, but the narrator surges louder: “His calloused hands trail up my thighs and when his tongue…”

I jab at one button. Another one. Come on. The volume blasts as Adam watches, his jaw clenching. “…slides against my very core and the moan I let out has him smiling as he looks up. ‘You’re going to come for me right here, with your pretty tits pressed against these Christmas windows while the snow falls outside—”

Crap. 

I punch the radio. The plastic cracks, and my car wheezes its last breath.

Fuck.

Adam and I look at each other, and I whisper, “Even iZombie wouldn’t do that to Liv.” And for a split second, I catch a hint of his old smile. Not a ghost. Not a memory.

His expression softens. “You’re really okay.” The relief in his voice has me pressing my lips together, giving him what Chuck labeled my Ice-Queen face instead of the I-want-a-hug whimper trapped in my throat. Because hugs can splinter me open like a bone marrow biopsy without anesthesia, and no, thank you, I’ll take anything else on the menu.

“Yeah.” My voice doesn’t crack and my insides are definitely not on the verge of having a meltdown. I got everything under control. “I’m really okay.”

And I am. Mostly. Six years in remission should mean I’ve got my shit together. My scans are clear, but my life? Still playing catch-up. 

His eyes hold mine. No blinking. No breathing. Then the stern expression I don’t know comes back.

“Welcome to Pine Creek, Eve.”

“Hmmm. Okay. Great.” I swear I know more words. “I’m going to call my insurance,” I announce with all the false confidence of a rom-com heroine about to have her life implode. Professional. Adult.

I tuck Dickle back into the emergency tote behind the passenger seat. Yes, the same tote that cannot contain its secrets, and try to act like this is a normal human moment.

I grab my phone (totally in control, totally not freaking out), but what greets me is a message from that stupid dating app again:


Second Chance Dating App


Ho Ho Ho, Nurse Eve! Mind taking a look at my North Pole? 🍆🎅🥒




Why the eggplant emoji? Why the pickle? Why both? Why is my life like this?

LoverBoy seizes his moment for prison break, Dorothy yaps excitedly like she’s cheering him on, and Blanche headbutts my seat. The impact jolts me and my phone slips.

“I got it!” I lunge for it.

Except I absolutely do not “got” it. Adam does and glances at the screen.

Oh, no. My stomach twists into a pretzel of dread. Because what comes next is predictable. A sneer. A mean comment disguised as a compliment. Something to make my ribs shrink. 

But Adam stares at that festive dick without a smirk.

“So,” he finally says, head tilting slightly. “You dating Santa now? Big North Pole Energy... or?”

Not mean. Not cruel. Not Chuck. Just dry. Teasing. Almost... playful.

A laugh snorts out of me like a startled pig, and my dogs bark happily like they haven’t heard that sound in forever. It feels good. Too good. Like finding something you thought was lost.

Then my phone beeps again. In his hand.

Adam’s expression darkens and the temperature between us drops ten degrees. Seven years of silence, and it took exactly eighty-seven seconds for everything to go wrong again.

I swallow hard. Some stories don’t deserve second chances. 

And we’re one of them.








  
  

Chapter six

ADAM


[image: ]




LoverBoy’s spinning in the carrier, unharmed, and Eve is right here. Real, not some sleepless hallucination. Just my own personal brand of emotional damage. 

The candy-cane dick pic would’ve been festive if it weren’t followed by, “Nurse Bitch, why aren’t you replying?”

“What did you see?” she murmurs. Her laughter is gone. In its place? Wariness. Like she’s bracing for me to say something that will crush her confidence. “It’s a dick, isn’t it?” 

I nod and she groans.

“Unsolicited?” The word comes out darker than I mean it to. 

“Yes. It rains dicks. Some in need of a doctor or a shower.”

Now I want to hunt down every asshole who thinks EveNoName123 needs to see their sad attempt at holiday spirit. “Your call.” I use the same tone I use when owners need to trust me with their pets. “But I could make him squirm.”

She goes still, then whispers, “Okay.”

I dial the number. “Ready to fuck?” he answers immediately.

“Ready for me to report your ass to the app and cops?” My tone is lethal. “Illegal, asshole.” I text myself the proof and hang up.

I hand her phone back. Her fingers brush mine and the sensation hits harder than any kick from a startled horse.

“Thanks... AdamWoof,” she exhales.

“Harrison.” I’m no longer AdamWoof.

“Foster,” she murmurs. “I’m Eve Foster.”

Eve fucking Foster. Finally.

I should turn around. But I don’t. “Having car issues, Eve Foster?” Her dogs quiet at my voice, and she looks at me like I’ve personally offended her by calming them down.

“Can I get in and check something?”

She hesitates. “Fine.”

Right as she opens and steps out of the car, one of the harnesses snaps. One hundred and twenty pounds of excited Great Dane hits my chest as Eve stumbles into me, and her dachshund follows through, shooting through, their leashes winding around our legs. My arm catches her waist on instinct, and everything freezes.

I should step back. Should treat this like any other rescue situation: stabilize, assess, retreat.

But instead, I hold. Every muscle locked down tight while some primal part of me calculates exactly how many seconds it would take to back her against that car door. To make her understand with hands and teeth what her disappearing act did to me.

From the carrier, LoverBoy lets out what sounds suspiciously like a laugh. 

Eve tilts her head up, and I get a full, unfiltered hit of her.

Vanilla cupcake. She once joked romance novels taught her vanilla drove romance heroes (and maybe men) wild. Mission accomplished, Foster. Because I may not be a romance hero but I want to bury my head in her neck and inhale again and again and again.

“You’re tall,” she says, searching for neutral ground.

“Yep, ma’am. Six foot one. You’d have known that if…” So many ifs.

Her fingers drum against her thigh. Not the steady rhythm she used when thinking through a diagnosis. This beat is off. Uneven. The kind that always meant she was about to say something she couldn’t take back.

“I should have met you that weekend. I should have told you everything earlier or in person. Like I said in my message after, I’m sorry.”

The air disappears from my lungs for a fraction of a second. Because this isn’t only about Pittsburgh, where I stood for hours in the lobby checking that stupid app, sending messages hoping she was okay, until the batteries died—until she sent me that message telling me she had hidden things from me. Big things. Health things. 

Cancer.

Like it was something she was either supposed to be ashamed her or completely defined her.

“I agree.”

“I did reach out again. You’re the one who stopped responding.”

The words punch through my ribs. “What?”

“I messaged you. Told you I was finally done with school. That I was ready to...” She trails off. “You never answered.”

“You ghosted me first and more than once,” I say tightly. “I texted congratulations on your BSN. Even sent a dancing zombie nurse gif.”

Her brows knit. “No, I messaged you. But the app vanished after that breach.”

I force a small smile. “Guess we’ll never know who ghosted who last.” I step closer and she shivers. “How about we talk about ancient history after we figure out what’s wrong with your car?” I force some lightness into my tone, like this isn’t a conversation that could level me if I let it. “Unless you’re planning to disappear again?”

A flash of hurt crosses her face. She masks it with a nurse’s professional distance, like she refuses to let me see that hit land.

“Nope. No disappearing,” she sighs, but it sounds like she wishes she could vanish into the winter air.

Her eyes are even better in person. That firewood brown. The kind that can light you up from the inside out. Warm you. Consume you. 

She narrows her eyes. “Is that you or me?”

Oh, vibrating. My phone. I silence Kellan’s call with a quick text—I’ll deal with missing Wes’s birthday dinner later.

Because. Car. Dogs. Putting others first. Again. 

Cassandra said no one else supported dreams like I did. Faye said I took care of everyone else except myself. File under Things I shouldn’t think about right now.

And Eve? Well, she didn’t show up.

“Let me grab my kit from the truck.” I untangle the little dog’s leash who’s now waiting by her seat, shaking hard enough to shake her whole wiener-dog body. Without thinking, I tuck her inside my coat, wrapping my scarf around her first. She melts against me instantly, little sigh and all, like I’m her personal heating system.

Eve’s eyebrows shoot up, like I’ve personally offended her. Again.

“Really?”

I smirk. “Plenty of room for you too, Foster.”

I don’t miss the way her eyes flick over my coat, like for one split second, she’s considering it. Then she exhales sharply and nods toward the car where her Great Dane is making sounds like the world’s biggest worrywart.

“That’s her default setting. Her name’s Blanche and the little traitor in your arms is Dorothy.”

We stumble toward my car, me holding the carrier with LoverBoy who’s leaping against the door, Blanche almost crawling and Dorothy snuggling. As I reach for my truck door, pull it open… nothing.

Shit.

My keys are inside. It’s an old car that could tell stories about this town. And of course this would happen now.

“Not our day with cars.” she says, looking up at me, teeth chattering, wrapped in her coat but still visibly cold. I settle her dachshund closer to me in my scarf and shrug off my coat and she’s murmuring, “I’m okay. So okay.”

“Then humor me, please.” I wrap her in my coat while putting Dorothy in my scarf and grab my hat and pull it down over Eve’s beanie.

Her breath catches.

And I wonder how her soft dark blond hair would feel in my fist.

Big mistake because now I’m freezing and hot all at once. That can’t be good.

She blinks up at me, lips parted, like she’s about to say something, clears her throat. “I can call... your father, I assume?”

That’s right. After making myself forget the exact shade of her eyes, she’ll be everywhere. And I’m leaving. Finally leaving. After all this time. Timing was always our enemy.

“I’m starting tomorrow,” she continues, like her verbal uppercut to my ribs has already healed.

“Of course.” Mom’s fingerprints are all over this. Always trying to get me to meet new people. Even if I’m leaving in less than twenty-four hours. Even if Eve isn’t new. She’s already left a mark everywhere.

“Right. Sure. Let me call Mike first. He’s the garage owner.”

Mike texts he’ll be there ASAP, reminding me too that I’m missing a birthday party, hinting at the fact that there’s so much to celebrate. I send a quick “I’m sorry.” To which he doesn’t reply. 

And I continue, “I’ll call Sally from the B&B for a pickup.”

“How do you...?”

“Because that’s the only place in town and that’s where I’m staying too.” I adjust Dorothy, who’s snuggled contentedly in my scarf. “Sold my apartment last week.”

I let LoverBoy’s carrier on the ground, noting the blankets around him. At least he’s warm. But as I bend down to pet him, Dorothy goes rigid in my arms and LoverBoy barks. Dorothy whimpers, pressing against my chest.

“What the hell?” Eve moves closer, professional concern replacing awkwardness. “She’s never scared of small dogs.”

I shift into vet mode, noting her posture. “Did she show any pain earlier?”

“She yelped getting out of the car yesterday. I thought she slipped on the ice.”

“I can check her at the clinic super early tomorrow morning,” I offer, thinking I can do one last check-in before hitting the road. For a moment, we’re nothing more than professionals discussing a case, the tension briefly suspended.

“Thanks,” Eve nods.

As Dorothy settles, the professional shield between us begins to thin. The quiet stretches a beat too long. Eve tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, that nervous gesture I remember from our video calls whenever the conversation veered toward something more personal. We shared so much. I thought we shared everything. But we didn’t. She didn’t.

She clears her throat. “You staying at the B&B with your wife?” If that’s her attempt at a casual, she’s missing by a mile. I’m sure she changed in all those years, but that throat clearing was one of her tells.

“Smooth, Foster. And no, never married. You?” If she’s married, I’m taking celibacy tips from little Megan’s bearded dragon who had to be rescued because their previous owner tried to have them cohabit with another one.

“Divorced,” she admits softly and I must make an are-you-okay? face, because she adds, “Don’t be sorry. He was an asshole.”

“Then I’m glad you’re divorced,” I murmur. 

She licks a snowflake from her upper lip, and my whole body is attuned to her. 

She’s here. Divorced. Dating. 

I’m here. Single. Leaving. But here.
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