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Christmas 2024


Dear Friends,


I’m excited to share this holiday story with you, my readers, mainly because I had such fun writing it. Long ago, I came to understand the special link between the reader and the author. In some ways, I consider it almost a spiritual connection. I know if I laugh, you’ll laugh, and if I weep, there will be tears in your eyes, too. And most important, if I put my heart on the page, it links with yours.


Another reason I’m excited is because our friend Rhett Palmer has contributed his song lyrics. “The Very Merry Christmas Song” might be familiar, as it was played in the movie Call Me Mrs. Miracle.


As always, it brings me joy to hear from my readers. You can reach me through all the media outlets and my website. If you prefer to write, my mailing address is: P.O. Box 1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366.


And now, my friends, have yourself a very merry Christmas.
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CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]


Hailey Morgan’s doorbell chimed, and she hurried to answer, eager for her best friend to arrive. This was the last day of school before the holiday break, and Hailey was more than ready to celebrate. As teachers at George Washington High School, Hailey and Katherine Stockton were set for a girls’ night. They’d debated about going out, but in the end decided simply relaxing at home sounded like a far better idea. Hailey had offered to host. She had heavily spiked eggnog at the ready and would follow up with popcorn later for the Christmas movie. Katherine was ordering the pizza.


Throwing open her apartment door, Hailey greeted her friend with a hug. “Free at last,” she squealed. “Has any school day ever seemed so long?”


“It lasted forever,” Katherine said and groaned as she removed her hat and coat and tossed them over the arm of the chair.


The two had worked at the high school for three years. They’d been hired at the same time and quickly became fast friends.


“You got the eggnog?” Katherine asked.


“All accounted for,” Hailey assured her.


“The pizza is ordered for delivery.” She paused and glanced at the time. “At any minute.”


Just then the doorbell chimed. Katherine opened it, took the pizza box from the teenage driver, and passed along a generous tip. “Thank you,” she said and promptly closed the door.


Hailey got out the paper plates and red pepper flakes. Among so many other similarities, they both shared a love of spicy food.


Slouching down on the sofa side by side, they indulged in the Hawaiian pizza, too busy enjoying their dinner to talk.


After a few moments, Katherine paused between bites. “I take it your day was as hectic as mine.”


“As bad or worse,” Hailey said with a heavy sigh.


The music students had their minds on anything but schoolwork. Even her band class had been chaotic, with everyone anxious for the school day to end. The teens had been watching the clock, counting down the minutes, which was exactly what Hailey had done.


Katherine taught American history, and Hailey could well imagine her friend’s day. In the best of times, it was hard to control the classroom full of hormone-enhanced teenagers glued to their cell phones and posting on social media. With vacation looming and Christmas in the air, it had become nearly impossible for a teacher to hold their attention. It had become especially hard for Hailey after the band’s holiday performance earlier in the week.


“We survived,” Hailey reminded Katherine.


“Barely,” Katherine added.


When they finished, Hailey took their dirty plates into the kitchen.


Katherine followed her, opened the refrigerator, and brought out the rum and eggnog mix. “What those little hellions didn’t realize was that I was as anxious to get out of school as they were.”


“Amen, sister.”


The two returned to the sofa and Hailey relaxed, bringing up her knees and bracing her feet against the edge of the coffee table. She brushed a strand of her long brown hair behind her ear.


“Which movie do you want to watch first?” she asked.


“You pick,” Katherine said with a wave of her hand. “I’m too exhausted to think.”


“How about Love Actually?” That was one of Hailey’s all-time favorites.


“Sure.” Katherine settled into the sofa as she sampled the eggnog.


Reaching for the remote, Hailey cued up the movie. Mentally exhausted as she was, her thoughts went every which direction. Her day had been nothing but drama with her students. The only thing that had kept her sane was this silly melody that had been bouncing around in her head. The tune hadn’t left her alone for several days now, to the point that it was all she could hear. This was the way it’d been from the time she’d been in grade school. Music was the language of her heart, and composing it gave her a sense of joy unlike anything else.


Even as a child Hailey had gone to sleep only to dream up melodies and then the lyrics. Writing songs was as much a part of her as breathing. She’d started piano lessons in first grade after her mother had been unable to tear her away from the keyboard at church. In all, she played six instruments, some better than others. Each one filled a need in her, a desire to create. She’d loved her piano teacher and hated it when the family had moved a year later. Her father’s job as a pharmaceutical salesman had required several moves during Hailey and her sister Daisy’s childhood.


As the assistant band director, Hailey enjoyed sharing her enthusiasm with her students. They inspired her. Her dream, however, was to one day support herself as a songwriter.


Halfway through the movie, Katherine reached for the remote and paused it. “Did I mention my parents arranged a ski vacation for the entire family at Whistler?” she asked, her eyes dancing with delight.


Hailey grinned. “Only about twenty times.”


“It’s going to be incredible. And the best part is that Shawn will be joining us on the twenty-sixth.”


Shawn was Katherine’s current love interest. Over the three years Hailey had known her, she’d watched her friend drift in and out of relationships. This time, though, was different. Shawn had lasted longer than any of Katherine’s previous relationships. Hailey was pleased for her friend and wished her every happiness.


“He’s spending Christmas with his family and then driving up to Whistler.”


“I didn’t know he skied,” Hailey commented.


“He hasn’t since high school. It says a lot that he’s willing to take it up again so he can spend time with me and my family.”


“That it does,” Hailey agreed.


“Is Zach still bugging you?” Katherine asked.


Hailey wanted to grind her teeth in frustration. She’d dated Zach all through college, and Hailey, and her parents, too, had assumed Zach would propose following graduation. Instead of a wedding proposal, he’d dumped her. Three years later, out of the blue, he’d reached out, wanting to reconnect. Hailey wasn’t interested. Zach, however, didn’t seem to be getting the message. “Can you believe this? He sent a text suggesting he join my family for Christmas.”


“What?” Katherine was as shocked as Hailey had been. “After what he did to you, he has the audacity to invite himself to your family Christmas.”


To be fair, Zach hadn’t technically dumped her, although he might as well have. Following graduation, when she was expecting a marriage proposal, they’d had the talk.


Before he was willing to make a commitment, the ever-practical Zach wanted to be sure they both were on the same page regarding the future and wanted the same things. That made sense, and Hailey had been pleased he’d taken the idea of marriage seriously.


Instead, their discussion turned out to be a kick in the gut. Zach wanted Hailey to be realistic about her career choice. It was all fine and good that she liked to write music, according to Zach, but there wasn’t a glimmer of hope that she had what it took to make it big. He pointed out that while she had a pleasant singing voice, it wasn’t good enough to garner her the attention she would need. Too many others were far more talented than she could ever hope to be.


Hailey accepted the fact that she wasn’t another Adele or Taylor Swift, and that was fine. It was the songs she wrote and intended to sell. Songwriting was her gift. Not performing.


She didn’t argue, which only fed the flames of Zach’s speech. He’d gone on to say, because she was an introvert, she simply didn’t have the personality to face the highly competitive professional world of music. Zach reminded her that she’d never been one to stand out in a crowd or to make sure she was noticed. Another truth that had eaten away at her hopes of ever succeeding. He insisted that if they were to consider marrying, she would need to put aside her imaginative dreams, be practical, and find employment that would help build their financial future. He needed a wife who would support and encourage him and his career and didn’t want one who would be distracted with fanciful, impractical dreams of her own. The bottom line was that she had to choose; it was either him or her music.


The decision had been easy. She’d loved Zach, but she couldn’t change who she was or deny the gift she had been given. With tears in her eyes and her heart breaking, she told Zach that no matter what the future held, she felt she had to write her songs. Without the smallest hesitation, Zach had accepted her decision and walked out of her life.


Even now, three years later, his discouragement and lack of faith hurt. What pained her most was the fact that he’d never really known her heart. For nearly two years, her creativity had been stymied. She hadn’t been able to release the hold his negativity had branded on her soul. Every effort she’d made to write ended up in the wastebasket. Only in the last several months had she found her mojo again. She’d composed a few songs, even sold one to a radio station for an advertisement. Lately this charming Christmas ditty had been playing in her mind day and night. She was anxious to pick up her guitar and get the notes and lyrics down on paper over the holiday break.


And now, shockingly, after three long years, Zach was back.


Well, sort of.


It started in November with a text message asking Hailey how she was doing. To say she was surprised to hear from him would be an understatement. He made no reference to their split, as if the years since they’d parted had never happened. Not one word of regret or a single anything of what had transpired. Even now, nearly a month later, Hailey didn’t know what to make of this sudden change of heart, or if it even was one.


Her initial response had been polite, but she made it perfectly clear she had no desire for a reconciliation. More text messages followed. She answered the next couple with a short one- or two-word reply, letting him know she wasn’t willing to engage in this conversation. Then she stopped answering. That hadn’t dissuaded him.


Zach continued with texts and emails, telling her about his job with Microsoft, which was what he’d always wanted. He was well on his way to another promotion and a pay raise and had purchased a home in Kirkland close to the jobsite. His life seemed to be perfect in every way.


Most conversations and texts revolved around him and his nearly perfect life. Hailey found it all rather confusing, unsure what to make of this sudden interest. He hinted that he missed her and wished for them to get together again. Not once did he ask about her songwriting, as if it was a moot point.


“Zach wants to join your family for Christmas?” Katherine repeated. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


“I wish. I let him know that wasn’t going to happen. I don’t know what more I can say to convince him I’m not interested. He seems to feel that if he keeps contacting me eventually he’ll wear me down and I’ll change my mind. That isn’t going to happen.”


“I should think not, after what he did.”


Hailey treasured Katherine’s friendship, and her support and encouragement.


“Did he get the message this time?” her friend asked.


“I can only hope. Part of the problem is my mom,” Hailey said, thinking out loud. If her mother got wind of Zach reaching out, she’d be thrilled with the possibility of the two of them getting back together.


“Mom was always Zach’s biggest champion. She was devastated when we split. My mother would do everything she could to get us back together.”


“Does she know he’s reached out?”


“I certainly haven’t said anything, and I won’t. What she doesn’t know can’t encourage her.”


“What if Zach contacts her?”


Hailey didn’t want to consider the possibility. Dread filled her. It would be just like Zach to go behind Hailey’s back.


A sinking feeling swept over her. Hailey was convinced that reaching out to her mother was likely Zach’s backup plan to win her over.









CHAPTER TWO
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“Hailey,” Katherine said, breaking into her thoughts, “what if Zach contacts your family?”


Hailey couldn’t deal with that now, when her head was fuzzy with eggnog. Her best option was to put it off until necessary. “I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it. As of now, Mom knows nothing and that’s the way I want to keep it.”


“I’m grateful my mother doesn’t involve herself in my love life,” Katherine murmured.


“Count your blessings. My mo-th-er is exactly the opposite,” Hailey said, drawing out the word. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my parents. They’re the best. The problem is that all Mom’s friends are grandparents and Mom is dying for grandchildren she can brag about and spoil.”


“I thought you had a sister.”


Hailey closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the sofa. When it came to Daisy, she hardly knew where to start. They looked alike with the same tawny brown hair and chocolate-brown eyes. Both were five-five. As young children, they’d been dressed in identical outfits by their mother. They were so alike they resembled twins. But looks were where the similarities stopped.


While Hailey was reliable and studious, Daisy, her sixteen-months-younger sister, was flighty and impulsive.


“Let’s just say my sister, from the age of ten to this very day, has been a flower child from the sixties. She makes her living selling macramé at farmers’ markets. She grows her own food and hates to wear shoes. We’re about as different as any two sisters could be. Daisy’s relationships never last long. Mom is smart enough to realize Daisy’s unlikely to give her the grandchildren she craves.”


“So that leaves grandchildren squarely on your plate.”


It took Hailey a moment to notice that Katherine was doing her best to hold back a smile.


“This isn’t funny, you know.”


“Sorry,” Katherine mumbled, when she clearly wasn’t. Then, to redeem herself, she changed the subject. “Just think, we have almost two weeks free from classes.”


“I am excited.” And she was.


“I hope you spend at least part of that time writing your music.” Her friend had always been an encourager when it came to Hailey’s dreams.


“I hope so, too.” Those two weeks would fly by in a flash. It was the holidays, after all, and she would be heading to Tacoma, where her parents lived, for Christmas. Busy as she’d been with school, she hadn’t put up a tree or mailed out cards or even started shopping.


“I love your songs,” Katherine said, cutting into her thoughts. “You’re talented, Hailey, and your lyrics are wonderful. I get frustrated when you claim you don’t have the time to do what you love most.”


What her friend said was sadly true. Lowering her gaze to her glass of eggnog, Hailey wanted to blame Zach for the doubts crowding her head. It was time to accept that the only one holding her back was herself.


There’d been a time when she’d enjoyed spending hours sitting at her piano or strumming her guitar in a creative fog. Those moments were all too infrequent these days. Oh, she had excuses, good ones. An entire list of reasons that held her back. Hard as it was to admit, Katherine was right.


“Hey,” Katherine said, her voice full of enthusiasm, “I have a great idea.” She bounced off the sofa and paced in front of the television. “How would you feel about spending Christmas away by yourself?”


“What? How?”


“You’re always talking about never having the time to write music.”


“With school and all…”


“Those are excuses and we both know it.”


Unwilling to argue, Hailey shrugged. She was the queen of excuses, so there was no point in denying it.


“You’re like the only person I know who doesn’t mind spending time alone.”


Another excuse. “I’m an introvert.” Unlike Daisy, who was friendly and outgoing. Her sister had never met a stranger.


“All the better.” Katherine refused to give up on the idea. “This is perfect. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it earlier.”


“Think about what?” Her friend had lost her between being alone and making excuses.


“My grandma’s cabin in Podunk.”


“Podunk?” Katherine had to be kidding. “There’s an actual town called Podunk?”


“There sure is. It’s beyond me how it got that name.” Katherine continued pacing, bouncing her index finger against her lips. “But that isn’t the point.”


“What is the point, and why are you wearing out my carpet with your pacing?”


Katherine ignored the question. “The thing is, the cabin is a bit remote, but that shouldn’t bother you. Besides, the town is about five miles away.”


“Podunk?”


“Right. There isn’t much there. A store, and when I say ‘store,’ I mean store. It’s one-stop shopping for the entire town.”


“Really?”


“Yup, but I digress. This is perfect. You really need to do this, Hailey.”


“Do what?” she asked, tossing her hands into the air.


Katherine looked at her as if Hailey was completely oblivious to this picture-perfect idea. “You should spend Christmas at the cabin.”


The idea held more appeal than Hailey was willing to admit. Ditching her parents over Christmas, however, was sure to cause problems. Hailey knew Daisy wouldn’t be coming. As a free spirit, Daisy rarely stayed in one location long. She suspected that came from their childhood. Daisy followed the farmers’ markets and rarely showed up for holidays.


“I love that cabin,” Katherine continued. “My brother and I spent nearly every summer there. We had the time of our lives. Gramps took us fishing and then Grandma would cook up our catches. We hiked the trails, and Gramps let us drive his quad long before either of us had a license. We picked blackberries and baked cobbler. Some of the best memories of my childhood were spent at that cabin.”


“It sounds idyllic.”


“It is. The thing is, we don’t go there much since Gramps died. Grandma has been after Mom and my uncle to take advantage of it. I think my uncle was up last summer, but I can’t be sure. Unfortunately, since Gramps has been gone the cabin doesn’t hold as much appeal as it did. That and the fact that there’s no cell service or Wi-Fi. Gramps never was fond of television, and so there isn’t a satellite dish, either.”


“You think your grandmother would want a complete stranger staying in this special cabin?”


“I know she would,” Katherine insisted. “Grandma was disappointed when she learned we were going to Whistler instead of spending Christmas at the cabin. She loved Christmas there above all the holidays, and it’s sat empty every Christmas since we lost Gramps.”


“But she doesn’t know me.”


“That doesn’t matter. She’d be thrilled to know someone was using it. And once I tell her you’d be there to spend this time creatively, she’d be over the moon.”


The possibilities were quickly taking shape in Hailey’s mind. The minute she arrived home, her mother would start reminding her that when she was twenty-seven, she was already married and pregnant with Hailey. In case Hailey wasn’t aware, the prime years for having children were when a woman was in her twenties or early thirties.


“Will you think about it?” Katherine asked, her eyes widening with encouragement.


Hailey mulled over the invitation. As good as it sounded and as much as she wanted to accept this offer, she wasn’t sure she could or should.


Hanging her head down, she slowly shook it. “That would be great, but I don’t want my parents to be alone over Christmas.”


Katherine considered this for a few moments. “In other words, you’re living your life to make your parents happy. It doesn’t seem to bother Daisy.”


Katherine was right. Hailey had always been the good daughter, the one who got top grades and made them proud.


Sitting back down, Katherine reached for her drink. “I understand. Just know the invitation is open, if you change your mind.”


“OK, thanks.” Unfortunately, Hailey couldn’t see a way out of spending Christmas with her family.









CHAPTER THREE
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Hailey’s phone rang early the following morning. Lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, she checked the screen to discover it was her mother. She should have known. No one else would think to disturb her before seven o’clock on a weekend.


Julia Morgan, loving mother that she was, was calling to ask how soon her eldest daughter planned to arrive for the holidays. Hailey groaned, wanting nothing more than to sleep. She’d been awake half the night, chewing over her conversation with Katherine, the text from Zach, and the song she so desperately wanted to write. The offer to use her friend’s family cabin would be a dream come true. She would have as long as two weeks to center herself and work. After feeling creatively dry, that lively, fun melody kept playing in her head. She woke twice during the night, humming the tune.


The mere thought of escaping Christmas with her family lured her like a food addict to a Las Vegas buffet. Even while she attempted to dismiss the idea and put it completely out of her mind, she hated disappointing her parents.


Hailey’s phone chirped once more, and, knowing if she didn’t answer now, her mother would try again and again, she gave in.


“Morning, Mom,” she greeted, hoping she sounded somewhat pleased to hear from her mother.


“Hailey, sweetheart, you should have told me.”


“Told you?” she repeated.


“I heard from Zach. He said the two of you have been talking.”


Hailey flopped back onto her pillow and closed her eyes. She was furious with Zach. This was exactly what she feared he’d do. She should have known that when she’d turned him down flat, he’d use any excuse to wheedle his way into her holidays. He was smart enough to know he had an ally in her mother.


“I think it’s simply wonderful,” her mother gushed.


“Mom,” Hailey said, keeping her voice level. “Please listen, I have no intention of getting back with Zach.”


“He thinks … He said that he’s hoping for a reconciliation.”


No doubt he’d made it sound like a possibility, exaggerating their recent communications. “Zach can hope all he wants. I’m not interested.”


“Now, Hailey, don’t be hasty. You’re wise to take matters slowly. I do wish you had told me.”


Her mother completely ignored the fact that she didn’t want to renew anything with Zach. “It’s been three years. I’m a different person than I was when I graduated from college. We parted ways and moved forward. Zach is wasting his time. I’m not going to change my mind.”


“Hailey.” Her mother seemed shocked. “The two of you are the perfect couple. I said that from the first time I saw you together. Zach is exactly what you need.”


“Mom, please, would you listen to what I’m telling you? I’m not getting back together with Zach.”


A short silence followed. “Oh dear.”


“What?” Hailey asked, tensing for what was coming next.


Her mother’s sigh rang through the call. “I invited Zach to spend Christmas with us.”


“You did what?”


“Don’t be upset, sweetheart. I was so pleased to hear from him. He called because he wanted to send you a gift for Christmas. He feared we might have moved and asked for the right address. We got to talking and then one thing led to another.”


“Mom,” Hailey grumbled. No, no, no, this couldn’t be happening.


Zach knew full well how happy her mother would be to learn the two of them had been texting.


“Before I could stop myself, I blurted out the invitation.” At least her mother sounded somewhat apologetic.


“And Zach couldn’t accept the invitation fast enough, right?” she asked.


“No, no,” her mother rushed to explain. “He refused at first, saying he wasn’t sure how you’d feel about him coming, but then … but then I persuaded him.”


Hailey placed her hand over her eyes, unsure who she should be most annoyed with, her mother or Zach.


“Don’t be upset with me, it’s Christmas. I’ve got everything ready for your arrival. I baked your favorite cookies again and got out Grandma Hazel’s chocolate bonbon recipe, too.”


Zach’s favorite, Hailey remembered. This was exactly what she didn’t want. Her mother would be gushing over Zach, making him feel like part of the family while she did everything she could to avoid him.


“And that’s not all, I have all our meals planned. Zach offered to bring the ham for Christmas Eve, the spiral-cut one. So generous of him.”


“Mom,” Hailey tried again. “Zach asked me about coming for Christmas and I flat-out told him no. He isn’t listening and now he’s gone behind my back…”


“But he didn’t,” her mother insisted. “He called with a legitimate excuse. I was the one who insisted he come.”


“Zach knew my feelings.” Hailey wasn’t willing to give him a pass. Zach was aware what to expect when he contacted her mother. And she’d played right into his hands.


Another short, painful silence followed. “Hailey, be reasonable. I can’t rescind the invitation. It’ll all work out, trust me.”


Sitting up, Hailey leaned against her headboard as her shoulders sank with dread. This was destined to be the most uncomfortable, awkward Christmas of her life.


Her mother seemed to take her silence as acceptance. “How soon can you get here?” she asked. “Your father got us a new car he’s excited to show you. He ordered it in this dark green. I’d hoped for blue, but you know your father. He wanted green, and so I gave in. It’s important to know when to stick to your guns and when to give in. So come soon, okay?”


“Christmas isn’t for another week,” Hailey reminded her. She had no intention of spending one minute more than necessary at the family home. It went without saying that her mother would spend the entire holiday touting Zach’s many fine qualities. There was only so much a girl could take.


“I suppose you have a few things you need to take care of before you leave Portland.”


Hailey leaped on the excuse. “Exactly. I’ve been so busy with school that I haven’t done anything to get ready for Christmas.” She desperately needed time to consider her options. It didn’t look like her mother would be willing to tell Zach it would be best if he didn’t come. The mere thought of being trapped with him and her mother sent her mind into a whirlwind.


“Take the weekend to get caught up,” her mother offered. “Zach said he would be able to get a few days off, and there’s this big Christmas light show we could all attend.”


“Mom, I can’t—”


“Oh sweetie, am I being too pushy? I’m sorry. It’s just that I know how eager Zach is to see you. He said this would be the first time in over three years.”


This was the last thing Hailey wanted to hear. Apparently, Zach was confiding in her mother, gaining her support. It was even worse than Hailey had realized. What really irked her was that he seemed to think she would be so grateful to hear from him that she’d immediately fall in line. It must have come as a shock when she had been less than welcoming. Now he was garnering support from her mother.


“I won’t be there after the weekend, Mom.” She made sure her mother understood that she had no intention of falling into the plans Zach had made with her family.


“Oh, but you must. Zach told me in confidence that there’s something important he wants to discuss with you. I wouldn’t say anything if I knew how you were going to react.”


“Sure he does,” Hailey said, unwilling to hide her sarcasm.


“Now, Hailey Lynn Morgan, you listen to me. Zach was nothing but wonderful. He’s always been kind and gracious. The least you can do is meet him halfway.”


“I need to think,” Hailey said. The idea of spending the holidays with Zach was fast becoming untenable.


“I don’t know what happened between the two of you,” her mother continued. “Whatever it was, I’m sure Zach is looking to make it right.”


“He told you that, did he?”


“Well, not in so many words, but I’m convinced he regrets whatever it was that caused the breakup. We talked for over an hour. We had the best time catching up. Give him a chance, Hailey. I doubt you’ll be disappointed.”


Hailey closed her eyes. Just talking about Zach had her head pounding with the beginning of a migraine. “I need to think. I’ll call you later today to let you know what I plan to do.”


“Good. I hope to see you soon. Love you,” her mother whispered.


“Love you back.”


After disconnecting the call, Hailey pondered the conversation for several minutes. She’d put Zach out of her life, cut all ties, and moved on. After they broke up, she accepted the job at the high school and decided to write music whenever time allowed. That hadn’t happened, and whether it was fair to blame Zach or not, she did.


Anytime she needed to think, Hailey cleaned her house. She spent the morning knee-deep in cleanser as if demon possessed. She scrubbed down the sinks and countertops, vacuumed the carpets, changed her sheets, and wiped down all her kitchen appliances. When she’d finished, her apartment had never shined brighter. Best of all, she had her answer. Slumping down on her sofa, she exhaled a long breath and smiled. She knew exactly what she needed to do.
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