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   “A gift, if you want it.” Hailey plunked the mug she’d pulled from the kiln this morning in front of Matt, waiting for her at their usual table in Seattle Coffee. “It made me think of you.” She didn’t explain that the cobalt glaze matched the color of his eyes.
 
   He smiled. “Thanks. I’ll treasure it.” 
 
   The way he was looking at her, you’d think she’d just given him the keys to the city. She shrugged. “The glaze bubbled a little on the inside, but other than that it came out okay.”
 
   “It’s more than okay. Honestly, I don’t know why you work in insurance when you make such beautiful pottery.” With his hair rumpled and a fiddle by his side, Matt looked more like a gypsy than the pencil-pushing cubicle worker he became during the work week. She’d picked on him about his mismatched clothing until he’d invited her to organize his wardrobe for him, personally.
 
   No way was she going to Matt’s place, especially not when he asked in that tone of voice. She’d made it clear when they’d first started coordinating their breaks two years ago that she thought of him only as a friend. Not that he was unattractive, the opposite in fact, but his lack of ambition bugged her. On more than one occasion, she’d made him aware of her opinion, but it never fazed him. Honestly, what kind of career could he expect to build while working for a chamber music association? She wasn’t quite sure what he did, exactly, but from the way he dressed it wasn’t running the company.
 
   “That’s easy.” She pulled free of his touch and settled into the sling-backed chair across from him. “I have to pay my bills.”
 
   His forehead puckered. “Must we talk about money again?” 
 
   “Well, you brought it up.” She tried not to sound as snippy as she felt. 
 
   “My mistake.” His smile crinkled his eyes at the corners, intensifying their blue. He handed her a red paper cup emblazoned with the logo for Seattle Coffee, the letters SC in a white circle.
 
   She hated it when he was annoying and endearing at the same time but gave him a grudging smile. “Thanks for the coffee.”
 
   “You are most welcome.” 
 
   She didn’t miss the irony in his voice. They both knew he had to buy her coffee all week because she’d won their yearly bet by finishing her Christmas shopping first. Last year she’d purchased his hazelnut lattes throughout the Christmas season. She sipped her mocha with a sense of satisfaction.
 
   “What are you doing this weekend?” He trotted out their usual Friday question.
 
   “Wrapping presents.” She couldn’t resist a small dig.
 
   His eyes gleamed. “Need any help?”
 
   The smile tugging at her lips was genuine this time. She could never stay irritated with him for long, a fact he well knew and used to full advantage. “I do not, thanks all the same. How about you? Any plans?”
 
   “I’ll catch a Christmas concert Saturday night.”
 
   She grimaced. “You and your dinosaur music.” 
 
   “I believe the word you want is classical.”
 
   “Give me jazz any day.”
 
   “Each has its merits.”
 
   “You’ll have to work harder than that to convince me.”
 
   “Maybe we should put it to the test. Come to a classical concert with me, and I’ll go with you to Jazz Alley.”
 
    She avoided his eyes. “You know I stay away from this side of the water on the weekend.” Commuting to work across Puget Sound on the ferry was hard enough without making the same trip during her off hours.
 
   “What about on a Friday before you go home?”
 
   “Maybe…”
 
   “I’m portable.”
 
   She lifted an eyebrow. “Meaning?”
 
   “The Bainbridge Chorale is quite good, and they are performing Rutter’s Magnificat this year. That, in case you need an interpretation, is a composition based on Mary’s proclamation of God’s goodness to her cousin Elizabeth.”
 
   “You’d be willing to come to my side of the water?” 
 
   “Why not? I’ve heard it’s beautiful.”
 
   “It might seem quiet compared to Seattle.”
 
   “Sounds perfect.”
 
   Showing him around her turf held a certain appeal, but she wasn’t ready to commit to anything at the moment. A change of subject seemed safest. “So, what did you buy me for Christmas?” 
 
   “Something special.” 
 
   “Care to give me a hint?”
 
   “You’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
   “Well, I’m not buying you anything.” She tried her best to hide her smile. He was always talking about the garden he cherished, so rather than purchasing his present, she’d crafted a hanging birdbath featuring a jumping dolphin to give him.
 
   “Is that so?” He cocked an eyebrow with an expression on his face that told her he was onto her.
 
   The smile broke out anyway. She’d never been any good at hiding her feelings. “Well maybe a candy bar.”She glanced at her watch and yelped. “I have to go. There’s a meeting with the new manager. Something about revising our forms.”
 
   “Sounds fascinating.”
 
   “Don’t laugh. In insurance, forms are a big deal.” She jumped to her feet.
 
   “I’ll take your word for it.” He held the door for her and followed her outside onto the sidewalk. The Belltown district was quiet this early, with only the occasional car swishing past on the street. “How many managers does that make now?”
 
   “I’ve lost count.” The high turnover rate at her company should lead to opportunities for someone like her. Except that wasn’t how it was working out.
 
   “You’re prettier without the frown.”
 
   She raised a shoulder, at a loss for a reply to such a backhanded compliment.  
 
   “See you Monday.” He stepped backward, ready to turn.
 
   “Monday.” She raised her half-finished mocha in salute, then followed the sidewalk for two blocks to the towering building clad in black marble where G. W. Brown, Incorporated occupied the penthouse suite. She punched in the security code and pushed the glass lobby door inward, then tossed her empty cup into a trash can. One of the elevators opened with a bing. She stepped inside, grateful no one else was waiting. Riding the elevator up so many floors still made her a little nervous even after three years of working for Brown. Stopping and starting at other floors made the ride take longer. The car bumped upward to the twentieth floor, where it binged again as the doors slid open. Hailey stepped out with relief. 
 
   “Hold that elevator!” a familiar voice called as the man of her dreams hurried down the hallway toward her. Corey Wilson’s dark suit showed off his athletic build, and his blue-and-beige tie matched his eyes and hair.
 
   She stared at him for several heartbeats, but then recovered enough to put out a hand and keep the doors from sliding shut. 
 
   He dove past and turned inside the elevator, flashing his perfect teeth in a smile. “Thanks.” 
 
   The elevator doors thumped shut between them.
 
   Hailey released the breath she hadn’t known she was holding. The man was gorgeous, but that was the most he’d said to her in a month. He was too busy chasing Evangeline in the claims department. Hailey shoved the dreary little thought aside, but it dogged her all the way to her desk.
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   “Do you remember issuing the homeowner policy for Robert and Sarah Owens?” Taylor Davis hissed the question.
 
   “Huh?” Wrenching her mind from the Lloyds of London policy open on the desk in front of her, Hailey peered at the woman chewing her lower lip. Wearing a gray tweed suit that complimented wings of gray that swept back from her forehead, Taylor certainly knew how to dress for success. That must have been what landed her the underwriter position. 
 
   Think charitable thoughts, Hailey. Mother would have said. She tapped her pen on the desk just to make it click. “I remember the policy.”
 
   “What should I say about the pond? The agent is on the line asking if the homeowners can be exempted from fencing it in because they have no children.” 
 
   The woman had to have lied on her employment application. Why else would she be ignorant of a basic concept even a rooky insurance agent could recite? Hailey drew a steadying breath. “As an attractive nuisance, a pond draws children like a magnet. It doesn’t matter that the couple is childless. Their neighbors or visitors to their home probably won’t be, so a liability risk exists.”
 
   Taylor’s forehead puckered. “So, do they need to fence their pond?”
 
   “Ye-es.”
 
   “How long should I give them to comply?” 
 
   Hailey’s pen clicked a couple more times. “Thirty days.”
 
   “Thanks!” Taylor rushed back to her desk by the window. 
 
   Izzy, the other assistant underwriter in the high-risk homeowner department, appeared at Hailey’s elbow. “Why do you help her?” The scowl on her Hispanic face contrasted with her jolly Christmas sweatshirt and candy cane earrings. Izzy believed in taking full advantage of Friday’s casual dress policy. “She’s sitting at the desk that should have gone to you.”
 
   That was sadly true, thanks to a reorganization of the company. “I’m…not sure.”
 
   “You’d be better off letting her fall flat on her face.” 
 
   “It’s hard to watch a train wreck, I guess.” 
 
   “You are too soft-hearted, chica.”
 
   Izzy had a point. To get ahead, Hailey needed to be more ruthless. If only she knew how. Working in big business sometimes made her feel as bewildered as Dorothy in Oz.
 
   Izzy’s eyes widened. “Heads up!” She retreated into her cubicle.
 
   Hailey bent over the Lloyds of London policy attentively while the new supervisor marched past with a scowl on his face. Had something put him out or was that the way his face looked in repose?
 
   Once Doug Kelsey was out of sight down the hall, Izzy reappeared at her side. “Come on. It’s break time.”
 
   “All right.” Hailey locked her computer and stretched.
 
   They had the break room to themselves. Izzy snagged an apple fritter from the last of the doughnuts that always showed up on Friday, a gift from the owners of the company, while Hailey pulled a container of lemon yogurt from her stash in the refrigerator. They sat across from one another at a table near a long window overlooking Seattle. Skyscrapers cut the sky, and only a few blocks away, the space needle pointed heavenward. Izzy took a bite of fritter and sip of coffee then fixed her brown eyes on Hailey. “Why were you looking so unhappy this morning?”
 
   “Was I?”
 
   “Come on. You can tell Aunt Isadora. Is everything all right between you and Matt?”
 
   “It wasn’t about Matt, actually.” She lowered her voice. “I ran into Corey.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And nothing. What chance do I have with someone like him?” Hailey stabbed her spoon into her yogurt and left it there. “I might as well accept that I’m not on his level.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Come on, Izzy. I could never compete with Evangeline.”
 
   “Not that I think you should have to, but just why do you think that?”
 
   “You have to ask? You’ve seen her.”
 
   Izzy’s coffee cup thumped against the table. “Don’t sell yourself short. Evangeline may have an angel face and the curves men like, but you’re beautiful in a wholesome way. Besides, looks don’t matter as much as what’s inside a person.”
 
   Hailey propped her chin on her hand and watched a seagull flying past the window. “Corey barely knows I’m alive.” That hadn’t always been true. When they’d first met, he’d started showing up at her desk for obviously fabricated reasons. But then, after the company hired Evangeline, he’d stopped coming around. 
 
   “Too bad for him.” Izzy waved her coffee cup in the air for emphasis. She usually talked with her hands or, if they were full, with the objects they held. “Plenty of other fish in the sea. I still think Matt is the one for you.”
 
   “He’s only a friend.”
 
   “That’s up to you, I think.”
 
   “He’s been acting a little funny lately, though.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was trying to date me. You can take that smirk off your face, by the way. I’m considering a New Year’s resolution to give up men entirely.”
 
   Izzy laughed. “Oh? I hate to tell you this, then. Evangeline turned in her notice this morning.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “She won a scholarship to a university in Colorado.”
 
   “You mean she’s leaving?” 
 
   “Unless she’s figured out a way to be two places at once, I’m pretty sure that’s what it means.”
 
   “How’s Corey taking it?”
 
   “I overheard them arguing in the file room.”
 
   Hailey picked up her spoon and took a bite of yogurt. The news filled her with mixed emotions, not all of them pretty.
 
   “Have you ever been to the top of the space needle?” Izzy’s question intruded into her thoughts.
 
   “Well, yes. Hasn’t everyone?”
 
   “I have not.”
 
   “We’ll have to fix that.”
 
   “What’s it like?”
 
   “Scary. From the observation deck at the top, you can see the curve of the earth.”
 
   “Sounds like something worth seeing.” 
 
   “At least once, I suppose.”
 
   Izzy laughed. “Maybe my husband should take me instead of you.”
 
   “How’s school going?” Izzy was earning a degree in psychology by inches at night.
 
   “I’m stressed and surviving on lack of sleep at the moment.”
 
   “You have my sympathy.” 
 
   “Don’t mind me.” Izzy waved a hand. “I’m happy to knock out my goals.”
 
   “It must be nice to work towards something you want.” 
 
   “And you can’t?”
 
   “Maybe, when there’s another opening for underwriter.” 
 
   “Are you sure insurance is where you belong?”
 
   “It pays the bills, and there’s a chance to make real money.”
 
   Izzy’s dark eyes narrowed. “That’s not what I asked.”
 
   “Sometimes…” Hailey sighed, and her gaze wandered to the view from the window where, beyond the city, a ferry plied the waters of Puget Sound. “Sometimes I wonder how life would have turned out if my parents hadn’t died.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, chica. Eighteen is too young to be alone. It must have been hard.”
 
   “It’s all a blur now, the funeral and struggling to keep the house afterwards.”
 
   “I can’t imagine.”
 
   “Landing a job with Trask and Davis seemed like a godsend, even though it was only filing. It helped me discover my knack for insurance.” 
 
   “You made quite a name for yourself, I hear.”
 
   “It was a whirlwind. I’d no sooner taken the agent’s test when the head of the personal lines department retired, and I stepped into the vacancy.”
 
   “So how did you wind up at Brown?”
 
   “A head hunter the company hired called me, and I decided to interview.” She frowned. Her climb up the ladder had halted when she’d come to work for Brown.
 
   “Having a knack for something doesn’t mean you should dedicate your life to it.”Izzy’s soft voice inserted itself. “What would you like your life to become?”
 
   “Matt thinks I should be a potter.” Why on earth had she brought that up?
 
   “You’re good at it.”
 
   “I have no desire to become a starving artist.”
 
   “That wouldn’t necessarily follow.”
 
   “What if I lost my house?” 
 
   “You could sleep on my couch.”
 
   “I might snore.”
 
   “How do you know I don’t?”
 
   Hailey laughed. “Well, do you?”
 
   “That’s privileged information.” Izzy waved her mug. “Look, no one said living your dreams doesn’t take courage. But you can’t live them if you don’t know what they are.”
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   “I have a question for you.” 
 
   Hailey jumped. Immersed in another policy, she hadn’t heard Corey approach her desk. She glanced up into blue eyes fringed by golden lashes “You startled me.” 
 
   “Sorry.” He shifted closer, opening the file he carried. “I’m working on a water damage claim for a Percy Harris. Does the name ring a bell? You set up the policy for cancellation.”
 
   “I remember. The agent bound coverage without verifying ownership and found out afterwards there’s a co-owner who isn’t related to Percy. That created the liability issue, forcing cancellation.” 
 
   His gaze traveled over her face as she spoke, and now he rested a hand on her shoulder. “Thanks for clarifying that.”
 
   She couldn’t seem to find the breath to reply.
 
   He squeezed her shoulder and moved off down the hall.
 
   Izzy popped out of the next cubicle, a knowing smile on her face. 
 
   “Don’t say it.” Hailey covered burning cheeks with her hands.
 
   “If that wasn’t a trumped-up excuse to talk to you…”
 
   “It had to be. I would have made a note in the system, and there’s documentation in the file.” 
 
   Izzy whistled beneath her breath. “He’s losing no time replacing Evangeline.”
 
   “You don’t think he’s trying to do that?“
 
   “What else?”
 
   “I’m not ready to deal with this.”
 
   “Be careful what you wish for, chica.”
 
   Hailey frowned. When she’d first met Corey, she’d wanted very much for him to pay attention to her. Now she wasn’t so sure. He was on the rebound, for one thing, and she couldn’t pretend he hadn’t hurt her. Thank goodness the work day was almost over, because her concentration seemed to have followed Corey down the hall.
 
   Watching the clock proved irresistible. By time to leave, she’d slipped off the flats she wore for business, stowed them in her desk, and tied her tennis shoes. Her day bag went over her shoulder, and then she was out on the sidewalk. The sky looked gray but no rain had fallen yet. She might make it to the ferry without having to put up her hood. She didn’t like waiting for the bus, so unless it was raining hard or snowing, she walked the mile to the ferry. 
 
   Pike Place lay along her route. In the summer she avoided the crowds it drew, but during the off-season months taking the steps through the old market was the best way to reach Alaskan Way, the broad street by the water that led to the ferry landing. 
 
   A bronze pig stood at the entrance to the market, waiting for donations to help the needy. Rubbing her snout was supposed to bring luck. Hailey had never tried it. She hurried past vendors displaying their wares and passed the famed fish market stall just as a salmon sailed through the air. Tossing fish was a popular Pike Place tradition, although how the fishmongers’ customers managed to catch the slippery creatures, she had no idea.
 
   The elevator carried her down to the top of the hillside climb, outdoor stairs that connected Pike Place and businesses on the docks. She took the boardwalk to the ferry terminal and showed her monthly pass at the door. In the waiting area, she pulled the latest Diana Bradford romance from her day bag. She’d had to stop reading at a particularly harrowing place, while the heroine and hero were being threatened by hungry lions with the villain in hot pursuit. It didn’t take her long to pick up the story thread and lose herself in the action.
 
   “Hello.” Tania Hermon, another commuter, lowered herself into the next chair with a gusty sigh.
 
   Hailey closed her book. Whenever she and Tania found themselves on the same ferry, they liked to pass the time by talking. “How’d the interview go?” Tania’s mortgage company struck her as unstable, so she was setting her sites elsewhere.
 
   “It went well. Hopefully I’ll hear soon. I really want this job.” Tania’s job at her mortgage company struck her as dead-end, which was why she was making the shift.
 
   “I hope you land it.” 
 
   “What about you?”
 
   Hailey shook her head. “I turned down the interview.” The same head hunter who had recommended her for the opening at Brown called every once in a while to find out if she was happy in her position or wanted to interview for something different. She’d refused all the interviews she’d been offered so far, but maybe she should reconsider. It was beginning to look like staying at Brown wouldn’t help her career. Sad to say, but sometimes the only way to move up was to change companies.
 
   The ferry docked and off-loaded cars and passengers. They lined up to board as part of the regular commuter herd. Crossing Puget Sound on the ferry to reach her desk on the twentieth floor of her skyscraper each morning and then returning to her Kitsap Peninsula home at night made for a long day. But moving to Seattle meant letting go of the house her parents had left her. She’d had to remortgage it to pay off the bank and now had a hefty house payment, but she couldn’t bear the idea of selling her childhood home. 
 
   Renting her house out would free her from the commute, but she wasn’t ready to do that, either. It was all she had left of her parents. Besides, living in Seattle cost too much despite housing prices being a little better in outlying areas. That must be how Matt managed to live in the Ballard district, but she had no idea how he managed. It was hard enough to keep up on with a mortgage on the less expensive side of the water. 
 
   Hailey walked with Tania across the gangway and found seats at the back of the ferry beside a window. She sagged in her seat, letting the day’s tension drain from her. She was grateful for a cushy job that challenged her intellect, but sometimes she felt like a princess escaping an ivory tower. Tania pulled out a scarf she was crocheting for a Christmas gift. From the dining area came the riffling of a deck of cards, and nearby a man strummed a guitar and sang the blues.
 
   Tania wanted to compare in detail the benefits of the job she wanted as opposed to the one she hoped to leave. Hailey tried to pay attention, but the music reminded her of Matt, and her thoughts drifted to him. Maybe she should invite him to her side of the water, but she could think of several reasons that wouldn’t be a good idea. First and most important among them was the fact that she wanted to so much. If she was honest, a part of her admired him for remaining true to his art, even if that meant living hand-to-mouth. She hadn’t been brave enough to do the same thing for herself. Now she was trapped by ‘golden handcuffs,’ working a job that sustained her without giving much extra, a job that did nothing to fulfill her artistic leanings.
 
   She had to keep the mortgage paid and the lights on, didn’t she? Not for the first time, she wondered what Mom and Dad would think she should do. If only they were still alive so she could ask them. They’d passed down a lot of wisdom over the years, much of it gleaned from the Good Book. She’d followed their example, but she hadn’t wanted to read the Bible since the funeral. Maybe that was why she felt so rudderless, though. The ferry rocked and swayed, and she closed her eyes. A moment later, she was sitting up as the momentum slowed. “Goodness. I must have dozed off.”
 
   Tania, glanced up from the book she was now reading. “You did. It’s already time to line up.” 
 
   They waited with the rest of the commuters for the ferry to dock at Bainbridge Island. The gangplank lowered, at last, and they hurried across it and down a long, covered ramp. Hailey wished Tania a nice weekend and boarded the bus that would take her in bumper-to-bumper traffic across the bridge to the car park on the Kitsap Peninsula side of Agate Pass. Sometimes she brought her Kia to the ferry landing, but most days the cost of parking was too high to justify the expense. 
 
   Seated shoulder-to-shoulder beside a stranger, she leaned her head against the head rest and closed her eyes as the bus jerked and swayed. 
 
   Please God, if it’s okay with you, I don’t want to live like this anymore.
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   The cobalt glaze covering the inside of Matt’s new mug welled over the rim to drip down the fired clay exterior, making the humble vessel a thing of beauty. He turned the mug over and ran his thumb over the name etched into the bottom, H. Farley. The image of Hailey bent over her potter’s wheel with her auburn hair swinging as her hands lovingly shaped this work of art took his breath away. He dragged himself rather painfully back into the moment, poured coffee into his mug for the first time, and carried it outside. 
 
   Lavender, heather, and candytuft embraced the boulders below his deck, and an edging of ornamental grasses swayed in the winter wind. The sun was sitting on the water, and a track of amber fire ran to it. The color reminded him of the way Hailey’s eyes had sparked at him this morning, and a smile touched his lips. At least he could make her feel something, although he was probably dreaming to think she would ever believe they belonged together. He had only to tell her the truth to make her see him differently, but that was the problem.
 
   He sipped the hot brew in his cup, letting his gaze wander past the garden to the dock where his runabout kept a low profile. Seagulls wheeled into the sky, cawing.
 
   It was just as well Hailey had turned down his invitation. He’d known she would, of course, or he wouldn’t have made it. If she ever came here, she’d guess at his income. He couldn’t let that happen. The woman was entirely too focused on money, and he’d already been down that particular road one time too many. 
 
   No, if Hailey ever said she loved him, it would be to the rag-tag musician he made of himself whenever they met. She didn’t need to love his music, but he had to know she loved him for himself alone.
 
   She would be on the ferry right now, heading home. He knew it was too much to hope, but he couldn’t help wishing her thoughts would turn to him. Sometimes when she looked at him, it was easy to imagine a deep connection between them. If she ever let on that she felt it too…
 
   Easy man.
 
   He went back inside, cued the music system, and eased into his favorite armchair. Antonin Dvorak’s Symphony No. 9 in E Minor swelled over the speaker system, and he closed his eyes, letting the strains transport him to peaceful shores.
 
   The ringing of his cell phone jerked him back. He almost ignored it, but when he saw the name on his screen, accepted the call. “What?”
 
   “Oh, but you sound grumpy.” Laura’s quick laugh rang in his ear. “Is that any way to greet your favorite sister?”
 
   She was his only sister, so that was a moot point. “Sorry. Is ‘what do you want’ any better?”
 
   “Never mind. Am I interrupting something, perhaps?”
 
   “Well, yes. ‘From the New World.’”
 
   “Ah. Well, I won’t keep you long. I was just wondering if you’d made up your mind about Christmas Eve dinner.”
 
   “When do you need to know?” He hated to put her off but wasn’t sure he had the stamina for another matchmaking session. Laura seemed unable to fathom that anyone would want to remain single a moment longer than necessary. 
 
   “As soon as possible.”
 
   “All right.” 
 
   “All right, you’ll come?”
 
   “All right, I’ll decide soon. Thanks for the invitation, by the way.”
 
   “I thought I’d invite Angela Goldsworthy, too. Do you remember her?”
 
   “Vaguely.” He tried to place a face with the name but couldn’t.
 
   “She’s Art’s cousin.”
 
   His sister’s husband seemed to have all sorts of cousins. “I’m drawing a blank.”
 
   “You made quite an impression on her at Easter.”
 
   The image of a plump woman with hungry eyes and a jarring laugh chimed in. “Oh, yes.” At least he knew what he’d be getting into if he said yes. 
 
   “You should give her a chance.”
 
   His feet hit the floor, and he sat forward in his chair. “Look, Sis, I know you mean well…”
 
   “Angela is a sweet girl.”
 
   “I’m sure she is, but—“
 
   “You have to get over Amy sometime.” 
 
   Could she be any more blunt? “I’ll let you know.” 
 
   If only he could tell her he’d be bringing Hailey. Good grief, but he had it bad.
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   Hailey restrained the ridiculous urge to bolt. What could a few minutes alone with Corey in an elevator possibly hurt?
 
   “Going up?” Since they were on the ground floor, there was no other way to go but up. He laughed at his own joke, but she didn’t. He seemed awfully chipper today, a fact that shouldn’t make her nervous, except that it did. 
 
   Corey hit the button for their floor, and the elevator vibrated into motion. He smiled at her. “Did you have a nice weekend?”
 
   “I went Christmas shopping.” Her voice came out a little breathy.
 
   “Better you than me. I hate Christmas shopping.”
 
   “It can be fun if you don’t leave it to the last minute.”
 
   “I’ll have to take your word for it. Say, I’m going to a houseboat party on Friday. Want to come? It’ll be low key with just a few friends.” 
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   He leaned toward her. “I’d really like you to be there.”
 
   She eased backward, fetching against the elevator wall. “Thanks for the invitation, but I’m not sure...”
 
   “Please?” He was close to her again, somehow. 
 
   The elevator pinged at their floor, but as it shuddered to a stop, she couldn’t seem to move. 
 
   “Say you will.” 
 
   She was drowning in ice blue eyes. “I will?” 
 
   “Thanks. You won’t regret it.” The door opened, and he glanced past her, then dropped a kiss on her lips.
 
   Hailey went still from surprise. The kiss could have been pleasant if she’d been in any way ready for it and if it had happened in a better time or place. Putting her hands against his chest, she shoved him away from her.
 
   Someone cleared her throat, and he broke the contact. Hailey dragged her eyes from Corey’s and looked straight into Evangeline’s narrowed eyes. Corey marched them both out of the elevator, holding her like a shield before him.
 
   “You’re a jerk.” Evangeline’s voice dripped venom as she glared first at Corey, then Hailey. “And you’re welcome to him.” She swept past them, and the elevator doors thudded shut behind her.
 
   Hailey stepped out of Corey’s arms and tried to pull her arm free of his grip. “Let…go…of me.”
 
   “Hailey, wait a minute, will you?”
 
   “Why should I?”
 
   “Because I want to talk to you.”
 
   “I don’t like being used.”
 
   “It wasn’t like that.”  
 
   “Oh, really?”
 
   His mouth opened but as footsteps rang in the hall, he closed it again, releasing her so quickly she stumbled. Heat crawled up her neck and flamed into her cheeks. Kelsey passed by them with a nod and a slight smile. He wasn’t scowling today, and that was a relief. At G. W. Brown, Incorporated, employees weren’t supposed to become involved with co-workers. Of course, several office romances had already flown in the face of that rule. 
 
   Corey pulled her down the hall toward the information technology department, where his office was located.
 
   “Stop that.” She put on the brakes. 
 
   “I’m just trying to find somewhere more private to talk.” He hissed near her ear.
 
   “I need to get back to work. Can’t we shelf this until later?”
 
   “All right.” He let her go. “Meet me for break?”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Say, two? How about in the little garden behind the building?”
 
   “Two o’clock, then. In the garden.” 
 
   “I’ll see you there.” Putting his hands in his pockets, he walked away.
 
   Hailey was forced to follow, since her desk was the same direction he was heading. She lagged behind, regretting her decision to meet him. What sort of mess was she getting herself into? 
 
   By the time the display on her computer read two o’clock, she’d worked out what to say to Corey. Unfortunately, her carefully-worded speech deserted her as soon as she saw him waiting for her on the ground floor outside the elevator. Gone was the frantic man of earlier, and in his place stood the poised, good-looking individual she’d admired for so long. He held the door for her, then took her hand and guided her through the entrance gate into the walled garden. It was pretty, even in winter with the roses bare and the fountain at its center turned off. Cedar benches set on flagstone pavers lined the stacked stone walls. They had the place to themselves, which wasn’t so surprising in the dead of winter. 
 
   He pulled her into his arms and lowered his lips to hers, covering her instant protest. This time his kiss wasn’t quick or light. Surprise and an overdose of chemistry gave him the advantage, but after her first delay, she wrestled out of his grip. “Will you stop doing that?”
 
   He grinned. “Did you know your lips pucker when you pout? I couldn’t resist them. I’ve wanted to kiss you properly for a long time now.” 
 
   “You certainly hid it well.” Pouting? Is that what he thought she’d been doing? That he was unruffled while she was flustered and panting annoyed her further. 
 
   He gave her a wounded look. “Don’t you believe me?”
 
   “I’m not sure I should. Let’s talk about Evangeline.”
 
   “She means nothing to me.”
 
   “I might believe that if you didn’t sound so bitter.”
 
   His jaw worked. “If you must know, Evie dumped me.”
 
   “That explains why you tried to get back at her with me.” She stepped away from him.
 
   He followed her. “Don’t think that. I wanted you before Evie came along. She just distracted me with…well, because of--”
 
   “No need to spell it out.” 
 
   Putting a finger under her chin he tilted her face to the light. “Forgive me?”
 
   She’d cried into her pillow, walked around with an ache in the pit of her stomach, and endured having to see him with Evangeline. “I’ll…try.”
 
   “You won’t regret it, I promise.”
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   “Earth to Hailey.” Matt’s soft call coaxed her from her thoughts. He was leaning back in his chair at Seattle Coffee, looking comfortable in his own skin.
 
   She sighed. “Was I staring into space?”
 
   “Again.”
 
   “Sorry. There’s a lot on my mind.”
 
   “Care to elaborate?”
 
   “It’s Corey at work.”
 
   “I thought you were so over Corey.”
 
   “I know I said that.”
 
   “But you’re not?” 
 
   She shook her head, not quite meeting his eyes. How stupid to feel guilty, as if she was cheating on Matt. There had never been anything romantic between them. 
 
   He sat forward, looking considerably less relaxed. “He’ll hurt you again.”
 
   “You don’t know that.” She took a drink from her mocha, wincing as it scalded her tongue.
 
   “I can guess.”
 
   “It’s different this time. He apologized for…well, for Evangeline.”
 
   “And you believed him?”
 
   “He seemed sincere.”
 
   “Of course he did. The man is slick, I’ll give him that.”
 
   “You have no call to say such a thing when you don’t even know him.”
 
   “I know of him. Remember, I watched you go through the wringer once already.”
 
   “He said he was confused.”
 
   “And I suppose you bought that, too.” 
 
   “I’m going to a party with him Saturday night.” 
 
   “That’s answer enough.” He pushed to his feet and picked up his fiddle. 
 
   “Where are you going?” 
 
   “Back to work.”
 
   “But our break isn’t over.”
 
   “Sorry, Hailey, but I think it is.”
 
   “Wait!” 
 
   He stopped at the door, his eyes dark.
 
   “Will you be here tomorrow?” Her voice sounded pathetically small.
 
   “I don’t know. I need time to think.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   A couple seated at another table turned their heads to stare at them. 
 
   Matt came back to Hailey. “I can’t go through all that again.” He emphasized each word.
 
   “You’re not making any sense. I was the one with the broken heart, not you.”
 
   “Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong, sweetheart.” He ran his gaze over her face, firmed his jaw, and left her.
 
   She didn’t call him back to explain. Why not be honest and admit what she already knew, had known, and until now had gotten away with ignoring? 
 
   Matt was in love with her.
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   Hailey splurged on a semi-formal dress in festive red for her date with Corey, and from the way his gaze slid over her when he picked her up at the ferry, it met with his approval. He drove them in his Geo Metro the short distance to Lake Union, where white lights sparkled in the waters, reflections from the Christmas lights festooning the houseboats. Several parties were in full swing, with music and laughter spilling into the air. 
 
   Corey led her down a dock to one of the houseboats and rapped at the front door. She smoothed the skirt of her red dress, although it didn’t show any wrinkles. It burst open, and a laughing couple ran out, bumping past Hailey. A woman with impossibly red hair was draped all over Corey. “You look absolutely delicious.” She purred before locking her lips on his.
 
   Hailey stared at the water with a sick churning in her stomach. Corey didn’t seem in any hurry to free himself, and she no longer wanted to be here but had no idea how to handle this situation. 
 
   He extricated himself finally and produced a handkerchief. “Tisha, this is Hailey.” He wiped lipstick from his mouth and sent Hailey a pleading look.
 
   “Pretty.” The red-haired woman eyed Hailey. “But when did you go for the wholesome type?”
 
   Corey draped an arm over Hailey’s shoulders. “This one is special.”
 
   Tisha scowled, but then her face covered over in a mask of politeness. The fingernails she dug into Hailey’s shoulders were painted red and set with tiny gems. “I’ll take your coats.” 
 
   The last thing Hailey wanted was to give this woman her coat, but Tisha pulled it from her shoulders and made off down the hall. Hailey sighed. She wanted to go home, and they’d only just arrived. Tisha came back without their coats, and they followed her into a living room with lacquered furniture arranged on an oriental rug almost covering the hardwood flooring. The party was already going, with chattering people cramming the room and a bartender behind a long counter near the kitchen working to keep up. Over a cranked speaker system, Koko Taylor’s smoky tones belted out the lyrics of Merry, Merry Christmas. 
 
   Corey steered her toward a side chair upholstered in red silk and shouted beside her ear. “Tisha’s a little…enthusiastic where I’m concerned.”
 
   “Is that what you call it?”
 
   “Let me make it up to you. Can I get you something to drink?”
 
   “A glass of white wine.”
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   “Chablis? Chardonnay? Riesling? Pinot Gris?”
 
   She wasn’t much of a drinker, so she didn’t know what to choose, but she made a stab at it anyway. “Riesling?” 
 
   He smiled. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Tisha had other plans for him, as it turned out. She pulled him aside, relieved him of the glass of wine he’d been bringing to Hailey, and sipped it while keeping him tied up in a long conversation. Corey caught Hailey’s eye and gave a small shrug, but she wasn’t convinced of his victim status. Why had he brought her in the first place if he was going to abandon her? Maybe it was Tisha, rather than Evangeline, he’d wanted to make jealous. Whatever the truth of that, she had no intention of waiting around to find out. 
 
   Corey didn’t even turn his head as she walked out of the room. She followed the hallway and spotted her coat piled with others on a bed. Thank goodness she’d brought some ‘mad money’ to see her home in an emergency. She hadn’t expected to need it, though. Outside on the dock she took a moment to fill her lungs with clean air before pulling her cell phone from her pocket. She’d better call a cab.  
 
   Maybe Matt will help me. 
 
   Much as she hated to admit it, he’d been right about Corey. She’d eat crow if she had to, but more than anything she wanted Matt to comfort her. She punched in his cell number and waited with her breath held. Her call went to voice mail. He must have it turned off, maybe charging. She tried his home number. The phone rang and went on ringing. She was about to hang up when his familiar voice spoke in her ear. “Hello.”
 
   Her heart lifted, but as he went on talking she realized it was only a recorded greeting. She ended the call without leaving a message. Why wasn’t he answering? Hopefully he wasn’t avoiding her now. The thought brought a lump to her throat, and she nearly gave in to tears.
 
   She’d better pull it together. A dark dockside street wasn’t the place to lose it. She came to a lighted bus stop with a covered bench, which felt safer and gave her a point to direct a cab to. Her fingers fumbled at her cell phone’s keyboard, and the screen kept blurring, but she finally managed to arrange for a taxi to take her to the ferry.
 
   Hours later and after another expensive cab ride, she opened her front door, too tired to do more than kick off her shoes. Tomorrow she would put her red dress in the burn barrel along with any hopes she’d harbored about Corey. 
 
   The ringing of her cell phone dragged her from sleep. She groped for it on the nightstand, almost knocking over the bedside lamp. Matt’s name glowed on the screen, right beside the time. 
 
   “Why are you calling me at one o’clock in the morning?” She asked instead of what she really wanted to know. Where had he been when she’d needed him? That might sound possessive and give him certain opinions about her interest in him.
 
   “Are you okay?” 
 
   “I’m fine.” Her voice wobbled, giving the lie to her words.
 
   “Sorry I wasn’t home. Why’d you call me so late?”
 
   “I had a sudden desire for your company.” She sat up and pushed the hair out of her eyes. “Are you just getting in?”
 
   “What did Corey do?” 
 
   Her breath hitched. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
   “Did he hurt you?” There was no mistaking Matt’s tone of voice.
 
   “No. At least not physically.” 
 
   “I’m thankful for that much.”
 
   She cradled the phone against her ear. “Matt?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “If you had been home, would you have come for me?”
 
   He sighed. “What do you think?”
 
   “I-I don’t know anymore.”
 
   “Yes. Satisfied?”
 
   “Thank you.” She needed to remind herself yet again why she couldn’t be interested in Matt.[bookmark: _Toc437691620]
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   Hailey ordered her usual mocha and sat at the table she and Matt always shared at Seattle Coffee, but today his chair was empty. She hadn’t expected this, not after his reaction to her nightmare date. She shredded her second napkin and finally accepted that he wasn’t coming. 
 
   The place, although filled with people, made her lonely without Matt. Outside on the sidewalk with cars rushing past was no better. At the corner she punched the walk button. The light seemed to take forever to turn green. The truth stared her in the face, though she didn’t want to look back. 
 
   She deserved this. 
 
   In all the ways that counted, Matt had shown her his love. In return, she’d taken him for granted, ignored his feelings, and even used him for a shoulder to cry on.
 
   She reached her desk and a decision at the same time. Because of her long commute, her company had given her special permission to arrive and leave early to avoid rush hour traffic, but Matt kept a normal schedule. She ought to be able to catch him before he left work. She trudge through the rest of the day, and at last was following the sidewalk past Seattle Coffee to Matt’s skyscraper. 
 
   Feeling more than a little sheepish, she perched on a bench across from the elevator and waited for him to come out. When he did, she almost didn’t recognize him. The only familiar thing about him was the fiddle case he carried. Gone were the wild hair and mismatched clothing. Clean-cut and wearing understated business attire in a way that made him look downright attractive, he walked toward her. 
 
   She jumped up. “Matt…”
 
   He frowned. “What are you doing here?”
 
   She held onto her smile. “I had to come, to tell you…”
 
   He raked a hand backward through his hair, leaving it rumpled. “I’m sorry, Hailey. I don’t have time for this. I’m late.”
 
   “Don’t you want to hear what I have to say?”
 
   He shook his head. “I told you I need some time. You shouldn’t have come.”
 
   Trying to talk to him had only made matters worse. Would he even care that she’d come to apologize? 
 
   Maybe it was too late to make amends. The thought made her stomach ache. 
 
   He turned his back on her and walked away.
 
   Needing fresh air, she stumbled onto the sidewalk and turned south in the direction of the ferry.
 
   She didn’t mean to follow Matt, but he was only a block ahead. Curiosity pricked her. The man was on a mission to be walking like that. He’d said he was late somewhere. Where he went was none of her business, but could she help it that he was going the same way as her?
 
   The light turned green, and she stepped off the curb just as a beat up car turned the corner. She leaped back as brakes squealed. The youthful driver glared at her as if he wasn’t the one at fault, gunned his engine, and left her behind. It was too late for her to cross. She’d have to wait for the next green light. Matt outpaced her by two blocks now. Just ahead of him, the curving front of Benaroya Hall reared upward. Home of the Seattle Symphony, Benaroya Hall drew the best of the best and elite crowds to match. Matt went into the building through a side door. What had he been in such a rush to do there? Maybe he had to deliver a file or something. He did work for a chamber music association.
 
   He’d gone through the doorway with his fiddle case under his arm, only now it looked a lot like a violin case.
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   Matt closed his violin case with a sense of relief. He’d worked long hours to perfect his violin solos on his own, and now he needed to mesh with the orchestra. It had been a tough rehearsal, with little time left to work out the music before the Evergreen Christmas concert opened to a sold-out audience. Beyond the stage, the house lights were dimmed. It was time to go home, where he would call his sister and accept her invitation to Christmas Eve dinner. She was right. He needed to move on with his life.
 
   Charlie signaled to him from his place at the head of the orchestra. Dressed in jeans and a cardigan, he looked very different from the tuxedo-clad conductor he would become for the Christmas concert. Tucking his violin case under his arm, Matt went to see what he wanted. 
 
   Charlie’s forehead puckered. “Got a minute?” 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Together they walked away from the musicians who were still packing up their instruments. Charlie tilted his head inquiringly. “Is something on your mind?”
 
   “What makes ask?” It was true, of course, but he thought he’d hidden his bemusement better. Time and again throughout the evening, thoughts of Hailey had intruded. He shouldn’t have been so short with her, but she’d startled him, showing up at his company like that. At any moment someone might have betrayed that he owned it.
 
   “I know music.” Charlie said it humbly, but indeed he did. Celebrated as both a conductor and composer, Charles Van Bergen had won fame while still in his twenties. With his boyish face, he looked little above that still, but his wisdom was that of an older man.
 
   Matt’s face warmed. “I’m afraid I slipped into playing by rote. It won’t happen again.”
 
   Charlie slung an arm around his shoulders. “I know what you are capable of, my friend. I was there in Vienna when you moved an entire audience to tears. Whatever the trouble, you must set it aside or it will hold you back.”
 
   “Point well taken. Thanks.”
 
   Charlie’s words followed Matt outside, where rain shimmered in circles cast by street lamps. He turned up his collar, but by the time he reached the parking garage next to his office building, he was soaked. He shook water from his coat before stowing it on the back seat. 
 
   The Bentley purred as he guided it onto the road, the tires swishing on wet pavement. He massaged the back of his neck, working out kinks, as his thoughts returned like loyal dogs to Hailey. He’d first met her while dashing into Seattle Coffee dressed for a concert of gypsy violin music. In a hurry, he’d bumped into her, spilling her coffee down the front of her business suit. There had been no time to do more than hand her some napkins, buy her fresh coffee, and give her his phone number so he could pay to have her suit cleaned. 
 
   She’d called the next day, and they’d talked for a long time. During their conversation, she’d struck him as a little too ambitious, something that brought Amy a little too forcefully to mind. After wrestling with himself for a couple of days, he’d invited her out for coffee. She’d been hesitant about meeting him but had shown up anyway. They’d been getting together for coffee ever since. 
 
   He only had himself to blame for deceiving her. He’d lied about more than his identity. Pretending friendship was all he wanted had been dishonest.
 
   He owed Hailey a huge apology, some honesty, and a mocha.
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   Deeply involved in writing a letter to an agent about a liability risk for a food vendor, Hailey jumped when the phone at her elbow rang. She picked it up. “Hello?”
 
   “I’m a dog.”
 
    “Corey.”
 
   “Don’t hang up.”
 
   She fought the temptation long enough to ask the question uppermost in her mind. “Why are you calling?” 
 
   “I need to talk to you.”
 
   “But we’re on the same floor in the same building.”
 
   “I’d come to your desk if I thought you’d talk to me.”
 
   “Why should I?”
 
   “I want to ask your forgiveness.”
 
   She groaned inwardly. If he’d said anything else, she might have been able to fob him off with a clear conscience. “You seem to make a habit of that.”
 
   “Please? This is eating me up.”
 
   Could she trust him to be sincere? Probably not. Should she give him a chance to be heard? Maybe. It was all so confusing, but one thing she knew. There was no way she was going to get involved with him again. “Meet me in the lobby in ten minutes.” 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   She slammed the phone down and tapped the end of her ballpoint pen against her desk repeatedly just to make it click. The precise sound comforted her. Nothing in her life at this moment came near to being as orderly. She should be spending her break with Matt not Corey. But Matt wouldn’t be there. She had to accept that fact.
 
   Corey was waiting for her in the lobby. He took her elbow, and by unspoken consent, they went outside. He turned toward the walled garden.
 
   She pulled away. “Let’s just walk.”
 
   He didn’t try to take her arm again but stayed near. They headed downhill in the direction of the water. A cold wind was blowing in off the surface, and she hunched into her jacket for warmth. They stopped at the first cross street and waited for the light to turn green. 
 
   Corey turned her to face him. “I’m sorry I messed things up between us.”
 
   “I appreciate that.”
 
   “Will you let me explain about Tisha?”
 
   “If it makes you feel better.”
 
   “I’ve known her a long time, since we were kids, and I guess she’s a little possessive of me.”
 
   “You guess?”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “Not at all. She wanted me to know she has a prior claim.”
 
   He frowned. “That’s just it. She doesn’t.” 
 
   “Tell that to Tisha.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I told her to lay off at the party.”
 
   “That must have been after I left.”
 
   “Where’d you go, by the way?”
 
    “Home. I’d had enough.” 
 
   “I did look for you, just so you know. I felt terrible about what happened.”
 
   That was too much. “You didn’t seem to feel badly while Tisha was draped all over you.” 
 
   “I was trying to let her down gently, but that only ended up confusing things. Now I’m in hot water with both of you.”
 
   “It’s hard to sympathize.”
 
   “Can you forgive me?” 
 
   “That might take a little time.”
 
   “I’m hoping you’ll give me a second chance.” He pulled her into his arms.
 
   “No, don’t.” She twisted out of his embrace. “That’s not going to happen.”
 
   His eyes widened a little, as if she’d startled him, and no wonder. Whenever he’d tackled her before, she’d always caved in to her infatuation. Beyond physical attraction, she hadn’t given much thought until now to what it meant to love and be loved. This wasn’t it, though. Being manhandled, manipulated, and constantly confused was not her idea of romance. 
 
   Love should be like the tender relationship her parents had shared. Now that she put it in that perspective, much was becoming obvious, as if her mind was a foggy windshield that suddenly cleared. 
 
   “It could never work between us, Corey.”
 
   He looked affronted. “Why not?”
 
   “I could laugh, if it wasn’t so sad, but I’m in love with someone else.”
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   Matt slipped out the door of Seattle Coffee and turned his back on the kissing couple. At first when he’d seen Hailey through the window, he’d been confused. Why was she bringing this man, who must be Corey, to meet him? But they weren’t coming inside. When Corey kissed her Matt understood that she must have thought he wouldn’t be here. He had said he needed time.
 
   Intent on putting as much distance between himself and Hailey as possible, he started off, heading nowhere in particular. He wouldn’t try to go back to the office until he’d calmed down. Following random green lights landed him at Pike Place. He skipped the market in favor of the small park to the north. In summer, a strange mix of residents, office workers, and tourists overran Victor Steinbrueck Park, but today only a few people shared were taking advantage of a clear, dry day to go for a stroll. He gazed past the stretch of green grass to where a ferry plied the water and let the tranquility of the scene soak into him. 
 
   It occurred to him that he was clutching his violin case like a life preserver. He set it on a bench and decided to open it. The weight of his violin felt comforting and familiar in his hands. Tuning his instrument took little time, and soon he was touching bow to strings. It had been a long time since he’d played like this. His fingers wandered over the strings, creating a quicksilver melody and assigning chord progressions with ease. His instrument became his voice, singing a melody that could not be found on a page, for it was his heart’s cry. 
 
   At some point people gathered, their faces reflecting the rapture he felt, and he lowered his bow to a smattering of applause. A man in a brown suede coat with ruffled brown hair dropped a twenty in his case. 
 
   He nodded his head in thanks. 
 
   His small audience called for him to play again, but he thanked them for their attention, packed his violin into its case, and moved on. At the entrance to the market, he took a moment to drop the twenty into the bronze pig to be distributed to the poor.
 
   Music always changed his perspective. Sharing it with others took him out of himself in a way nothing else could. He hadn’t asked for the talent God had given him. The joy it brought came always at a cost. Charlie’s words returned to him in memory. Whatever the trouble, you must set it aside or it will hold you back. He knew what he needed to do, although it was like tearing his own heart out.
 
   He had to stop seeing Hailey.
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   Fingernails drummed on Hailey’s desk, making her start. 
 
   Izzy laughed. “Sorry. Where were you?” 
 
   Heat rushed into her cheeks. “Thinking.”
 
   “You’d better not let Kelsey see you staring at the wall like that.”
 
   “I shouldn’t be spacing out, anyway.” She locked her screen and stood up.  
 
   Izzy put a hand to her back and stretched. “What were you thinking about?”
 
   “Only that I’m an idiot.” Hailey started down the hall for the break room.
 
   Izzy caught up to her. “There’s a man involved, if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   “Will you talk more quietly, please? Two men.” Hailey kept her voice low. “I’m swearing off them for life.”
 
   “Just so you know, that’s always the first sign.”
 
   “Of what, exactly?”
 
   “That you’re about to find romance.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s true, or at least in novels.”
 
   “Izzy, this is real life.” The break room was thankfully empty. Hailey slumped into a chair and put her head into her hands. “It serves me right, but the man I love wants nothing more to do with me.”
 
   Izzy sat across from her at the table. “You never know. Corey might come around.”
 
   “Corey? Who said anything about Corey?”
 
   “Didn’t you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then, who—“
 
   “Matt.”
 
   “Ah!” Izzy infused the small word with a lot of meaning. 
 
   “Is that your smug way of saying I told you so?”
 
   “Never that, chica.” 
 
   The gentleness in Izzy’s voice made Hailey want to cry all over again. She’d been doing a lot of that in the week since Matt stopped coming to the coffee shop. Izzy pressed a napkin into her hand, and Hailey dabbed the corners of her eyes. 
 
   “What happened to Corey? I thought he was the one you wanted.”
 
   “That was a mistake.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Not that kind of mistake. He and I don’t belong together, that’s all.”
 
   A smug look came over Izzy’s face. “I could have told you that.”
 
   “You did, as I recall.”
 
   Izzy waved a hand. “So what happened with Matt?”
 
   “I think he must have been playing with me all along.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like the man I met.”
 
   “He never told me that he’s a famous violinist.”
 
   “Wait! What did you say?”
 
   “He’s a celebrated solo violinist. I looked him up online.”
 
    “And that’s a crime?”
 
   “No, but he shouldn’t have pretended to be a street musician.” She shredded the corner of her napkin. “I’m not sure what to think about that.”
 
   Izzy shrugged. “Maybe he feels cagey about being famous.” 
 
   “I just wish he’d told me the truth.”
 
   “Maybe he didn’t feel safe, considering that he’s in love with you.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Some things are obvious.”
 
   “Well, if he did feel that way, I doubt he does anymore.”
 
   “Hailey, Hailey.” Izzy’s hands warmed hers. “Love doesn’t die like that. Not when it’s real. Tell me, what are you doing Friday night?”
 
   “Drowning my sorrows in eggnog and crying into my pillow.” She was only partially kidding.
 
   “You’ll have to postpone your plans. I have a better idea.”
 
   Hailey stared at her in faint alarm. “What do you have in mind?”
 
   Izzy flashed a mysterious smile. “You’ll just have to find out on Friday. Bring something fabulous to wear.”
 
   The week went by faster than Hailey expected. Before leaving work on Friday, she ducked into one of the changing rooms attached to the employee’s exercise room and slipped into a red dress.
 
   Izzy was already waiting in the break room. She grinned at Hailey. “Look at you! Cinderella going to the ball.”
 
   Hailey laughed. “Prince Charming need not apply. You’re gorgeous in that dress, by the way.”
 
   “Carl tells me I clean up well.” She shimmied in her sequined black dress.
 
   “Where is this Ball, by the way?”
 
   “Details, details! You’ll find out soon.” They went down to the garage, where Izzy’s Ford Focus waited. “Go ahead and leave your bag in my trunk. I’ll run you to the ferry later.”
 
   “Aren’t we taking your car?”
 
   “It’s not far. I thought we’d go to Tulio’s. Tonight’s on me, by the way.”
 
   “Thank you. I love Italian food, but I’ve never been to that restaurant.”
 
   “Trust me. It’s amazing.”
 
   After Hailey took her first bite of roasted chicken with caramelized garlic, sage, and lemon risotto, she had to agree.
 
   “Told you so.” Izzy waved her fork, a bite of grilled salmon clinging precariously to its tines.
 
   They applied themselves to their meal, and then sipped coffee while Hailey indulged in tiramisu and Izzy spooned gelato into her mouth, a serene look on her face.
 
   Hailey picked up her coffee cup with a satisfied sigh. “Thanks, again. This was a wonderful evening.”
 
   “It’s not over, yet.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “I saved the best part for last.”
 
   Leaving the quiet atmosphere of the restaurant, they walked northwest on Fifth Avenue, but when they turned left onto University street, Hailey’s steps slowed. “I think I know what you’re up to.”
 
   Izzy took her by the elbow. “The concert is about to start.”
 
   Hailey jerked her arm out of Izzy’s grasp. “How could you do this?”
 
   “Don’t blame me. Matt gave us the tickets.”
 
   “What? Why would he do that?”
 
   “Well, okay, I asked him to. Stop looking at me like that. Someone had to do something, and I decided that was me. I didn’t tell him how you felt about him. That’s your call, but I really think you should.”
 
   “What did you say to him?”
 
   “Only that you’ve been miserable since he stopped meeting you.”
 
   “I’ll never be able to face him, now.”
 
   “I don’t know why not. The man is in love with you. You’re in love with him. You two should talk, maybe tonight.”
 
   Hailey glanced at her in suspicion. “What are you saying?”
 
   “It makes sense for you two to get together after the concert.”
 
   “Oh, no. Don’t tell me--”
 
   “It was his idea.”
 
   “Okay.” Hailey put a hand to her stomach, where butterflies were stirring. “That makes a difference.”
 
   Their seats were located just below the stage, close enough for Hailey to watch Matthew Kerrigan’s every emotion cross his face as he played his Stradivarius violin with the passion of a consummate musician. Beneath hot lights and in front of a packed house, he presented selections from a wide repertoire, ranging from the love theme from Romeo and Juliet to the Nutcracker’s Waltz of the Flowers. 
 
   As the final notes sounded, the audience sprang to its feet in a standing ovation. Hailey rose too, beside Izzy, applauding with a lump in her throat. This wasn’t the bedraggled musician from the coffee shop, but a confident man she didn’t recognize. He took several bows, then made a sweeping gesture toward the orchestra. The applause continued, and he took up his violin again amid cheers. The strains of Silent Night pierced the air, so pure and sweet Hailey wanted to weep. After more applause and several bows, Matt finally left the stage.
 
   “Well? What do you think of the concert?” Izzy spoke near her ear, bringing her back to herself.
 
   “It wasn’t anything like I thought it would be. I’m glad I came.”
 
   “I’m sure Matt would like to hear you say that. We’re not allowed backstage for security reasons, but he wanted to meet us at the stage door. By the time we cut through this crowd, he’ll probably be there.”
 
   They arrived before he did, which didn’t help Hailey’s nerves any. By now her palms were sweating. Musicians began to trickle out with their instrument cases. Finally, Matt appeared, elegant in his tuxedo. 
 
   “Thanks for the tickets.” Izzy stepped forward to shake his hand. “We enjoyed the concert.” 
 
   “You’re welcome. I’m glad you could come.” He smiled at Izzy, then his gaze shifted to Hailey. 
 
   His hand, offered in greeting, warmed her chill skin. A wave of longing almost like pain washed over her, making her knees go weak. 
 
   “I’ll just check out the powder room in the lobby.” Izzy gave a gentle push to the small of Hailey’s back, which caused her to step forward. 
 
   Matt watched Izzy disappear around the corner. “She’s acting strangely.” 
 
   “I think she’s giving us some time alone.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Matt…”  Her throat closed up.
 
   He pointed to her feet. “Can you walk in those?”
 
   She looked down at her silver shoes. “Of course. They’re flats.”
 
   He put his hand under her elbow. “We won’t go far.”
 
   They wandered a couple of blocks to the waterfront park next to the aquarium, where they stood watching silver streams of water cascade in the fountain. She turned to him. “What happened to Matt, the gypsy violinist? I hardly know what to make of you in that tuxedo.”
 
   “He’ll always be part of me.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me who you are?”
 
   “I shouldn’t have lied to you.” He looked back at the fountain. “I’m sorry.”
 
   She took a deep breath, cold and spiced with salt from the Sound. “I need to know why.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter anymore. I saw you kissing Corey the other day.”
 
   She frowned. “When?”
 
   “Have you kissed him so many times in public you don’t know?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “When I waited for you in Seattle Coffee, I wasn’t counting on having a ring-side seat.”
 
   “You were there?”
 
    “Oh, yes. Congratulations on catching the man you want.”
 
   “It isn’t like that.”
 
   “Oh? It seemed very much like that.” They moved away from the fountain, their shoes echoing on the boardwalk.
 
   “You sound so bitter.”
 
   He sighed. “I’m not being fair. You were clear with me from the beginning, but I let myself hope for something between us.”
 
   “Matt—“
 
   “I’ve finally stopped lying to myself.” 
 
   “I broke it off with Corey.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before.”
 
   “This time it’s real.”
 
   “Why should I believe you?”
 
   “Because I love you.” She hadn’t meant to blurt it out like that. There was no way she could look at him.
 
   He laughed, but it wasn’t a pleasant sound. “Now that I’m not a street musician, you think I have more money than Corey, and you love me. Is that it?”
 
   Anger flickered up her spine. “Now wait just a minute. Did you give Izzy those tickets and invite me on this walk so you could tell me off?”
 
   “No.” He raked a hand through his hair and looked away from her. “I was trying to say a sweet goodbye.”
 
   



 
  


[bookmark: _Toc438040312]Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Matt held the lobby door open, and Hailey slipped past him without a word. He shut the door between them and turned away. 
 
   Izzy stood up from a bench and hurried to her. “I can see that didn’t go well.”
 
   “I’ve lost him.” The tears brimming in Hailey’s eyes spilled onto her cheeks.
 
   Izzy pulled a wad of tissues from her purse and handed them over. 
 
   Hailey dabbed at her eyes. “Can we get out of here? I must look a mess.”
 
    “You’re beautiful, and there’s only the janitor left, but sure.” 
 
   Izzy held the door for them. “Matt’s the world’s biggest fool.”
 
   “No, I’m fairly certain that title belongs to me.” 
 
   “We’ve all felt like that.”
 
   The street outside was lit but at least more concealing than the lobby. “Really? You always seem in control of your emotions.”
 
   Izzy’s lips curved in a rueful smile. “I thank God every day for my marriage. Single life tied me in knots.”
 
   “Matt said he didn’t believe I’m finished with Corey.”
 
   “Well, you can hardly blame the man for that.”
 
   “And he all but accused me of making up to him because of his money.”
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “But I can understand, at least the part about Corey. I went back and forth for so long.”
 
   “You were confused, so how could he not be?”
 
   “And I have been focused on my career and making money. He always used to get onto me about it.” The memory brought fresh tears. She wiped them away, uselessly, since more fell to wet her cheeks. 
 
   “You can try again after he’s had time to miss you.”
 
   “I couldn’t. The man rejected me in no uncertain terms. I just wish he’d waited until after Christmas. What was he thinking, anyway? Everyone knows you don’t break someone’s heart during the holidays. It’s rude.” They came to a red light, and Hailey tossed her handful of soggy tissues into the trash can on the corner.
 
   “Sometimes it’s hard to plan these things.”
 
   “Whose side are you on, anyway?”
 
   “Just trying to help. Do you want to spend the night at my house?”
 
   The offer was tempting. Going home with Izzy would spare her a lonely ferry ride and having to open the door to an empty house. “What about Carl?”
 
   “My husband loves guests.”
 
   “I don’t have a toothbrush.” 
 
   “We have spares in our guest room.”
 
   “Can I borrow something to sleep in?”
 
   “Leave it to Aunt Isadora.”
 
   Izzy’s idea of sleepwear turned out to be black leggings and an oversized sweatshirt with an image of Santa Claus stuffing himself into a chimney. She handed the sweatshirt to Hailey with a mischievous smile. “I thought you needed cheering.”
 
   “Thank you. But I’m not sure this will do the trick.”
 
   The hot water that sprayed through the guest room shower was more effective, and Hailey put on the ridiculous outfit in better spirits. She was sitting cross-legged on the bed brushing her hair when Izzy called through the door. “You want a candy cane steamer?”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “Open the door and I’ll show you.”
 
   Santa and his reindeer were taking flight across Izzy’s white sweatshirt. Her makeup was gone, and she’d swept her hair into a sloppy ponytail. On a tray she balanced two glass mugs filled with a pink concoction and mounded with whipped cream. Each had a candy cane hanging from the rim beside the handle. 
 
   “Those look delicious.” Hailey put the calories she’d already consumed out of her mind and took the steaming mug Izzy offered her. She usually ate sparingly, and walking up and down Seattle’s hilly streets every weekday helped keep her fit. The steamer was lightly sweetened and flavored with peppermint.
 
   Izzy put the tray down on the white vanity and perched on an armchair covered in red velveteen. The drapes behind her, sewn from the same material, created a backdrop that made her look like a misplaced princess from a fairytale. “What are your plans for Christmas?”
 
   Hailey shrugged. “I don’t know yet.” Pride kept her from saying that she expected to spend it alone. The rest of her family lived too far away, and she hadn’t been able to scrape together enough to go and see any of them.
 
   “You’re always welcome to come here.”
 
   “Thanks, Izzy, but I’d feel like a third wheel.”
 
   “We could invite Carl’s little brother. He might even make you forget about Matt.”
 
   “My affections don’t change so quickly.”
 
   Izzy raised her eyebrows.
 
   “Usually.”
 
   Izzy stirred her steamer with the candy cane. “What is it that you want from life? Do you know?”
 
   “I wish I knew. I’ve mostly figured out what I don’t want.”
 
   “That’s a start.”
 
   “Well, then, I’d rather not have such a long commute every day, I don’t like riding elevators, I want a job where I’m valued, and the same thing from a romantic relationship.”
 
   “You’re talking sense, chica. Turn it around and you’ll have your answer.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You want to either move closer to work or work closer to home. Since you’re not a fan of elevators, I suggest the second option.”
 
   “You mean, quit my job?”
 
   “Sounds like what you want.”
 
   “I wish it could be that simple.”
 
   “It is, but simple isn’t always easy.”
 
   If only she had Izzy’s decisiveness, she’d never be stymied by life. “Thanks. You’ve given me something to think about.”
 
   “Hailey…do you ever pray? That always helps me.”
 
   “I used to, but I haven’t since my parents died.”
 
   “Why? Are you angry at God about losing them?”
 
   “Their accident was that drunk’s fault, not God’s. No, it’s just that prayer and church and reading the Bible were so much a part of life with my parents that praying reminds me they’re gone.” She sighed. “I guess I’ve been pretending they aren’t.”



 
  


[bookmark: _Toc438040313]Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Matt paced across his office, yet again. He couldn’t get the haunted expression on Hailey’s face out of his mind. He’d waited so long to hear her say she loved him, and then when she had, he’d rejected her. What if she’d been telling the truth? Either way, he shouldn’t have been so rough on her. 
 
   Being at odds seemed doubly wrong on Christmas Eve.What would it hurt him to call her and wish her a happy Christmas? He shouldn’t do it but spun to his desk anyway.
 
   “Hello?” The receptionist’s voice came over the line.
 
   “Hailey Carmichael, please.” 
 
   “I’m sorry. There’s no Hailey Carmichael here.”
 
   “What do you mean? She works there.”
 
   “I’m sorry, sir. There’s no one here by that name.”
 
   “Let me talk to Isadora.”
 
   The phone clicked then rang.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Izzy, this is Matt. Is Hailey all right?”
 
   “Last time I talked to her she was fine—heartbroken, but fine.”
 
   “They said she doesn’t work there.”
 
   “She quit, and they let her go early.”
 
   “Quit?” He raked a hand through his hair. “Why would she quit?”
 
   “She’s opening a pottery shop on Bainbridge Island.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I guess happiness is more important to her than money.” 
 
   “You said that for my benefit.” 
 
   “So sue me. If you let that woman go, you deserve a lifetime of coal in your stocking.”
 
   “I might already have earned that.”
 
   “She’d forgive you, if you asked. I happen to know she’s home alone tonight.”
 
   “Thanks, Izzy.” Ferry traffic would be backed up for the holiday. He’d better walk on and take a cab to Hailey’s house. Oh, and call his sister. It looked very much like he’d have to skip the Christmas turkey and eat a healthy portion of humble pie instead.
 
   



 
  


[bookmark: _Toc438040314]Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Hailey held down the channel button on the remote control, making images flick by on the screen, but nothing seemed interesting. She switched the television off. All the shows were entirely too cheerful, and she decidedly wasn’t. She hugged a throw pillow while staring into space. Maybe she should go to bed and forget about it being Christmas. An ache throbbed through her. If only Mom and Dad were here to spend Christmas with her.
 
   Was Matt with his family right now?
 
   Thinking about him only made her cry, and she’d already done her share of that. In the week since he’d said goodbye, she’d made some big decisions. It felt good, taking control of her life instead of slaving away for money alone, building someone else’s dream.
 
   She should turn on her Christmas tree lights, but their sparkle would only contrast with the dullness she felt inside. Matt’s gift, wrapped and waiting beneath the tree, presented a problem. What was she going to do with it? She’d made the dolphin birdbath for him alone. Maybe he would accept it as a parting gift.
 
   That wasn’t going to happen. He probably wouldn’t want it reminding him of her.
 
   She flung the pillow away from her. How was she going to get over the man? It didn’t seem possible.
 
   The phone rang and went on ringing. It seemed like a lot of trouble to answer it, but she peeled herself off the couch and went over to it. The caller ID showed a familiar name, and she picked up the receiver. “Hi, Izzy.”
 
   “Are you alone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What are you wearing right now?”
 
   “Sweats.”
 
   “Hmm. Are they clean?”
 
   “Yes, but why on Earth do you care?”
 
   “Good. Any make up?”
 
   “What’s this about?”
 
   Sweet music floated to her from outside. It sounded like…
 
   “Never mind. Just trust me. You want to brush your teeth.”
 
   …the love song from Romeo and Juliet.
 
   She dropped the phone and rushed to the door.
 
   Matt stepped onto the porch, playing his violin. His business clothes seemed a far cry from his gypsy violinist persona. A lock of hair fell across his forehead, and his cobalt eyes slanted a yearning glance at her. The music ended, and he lowered his bow.
 
   “What are you doing here?” My, but she sounded breathless.
 
   He smiled. “Can I come in?”
 
   She opened the door wider, stepping back to allow him inside.”Do you like eggnog?”
 
   “Can’t stand the stuff.” He laid his violin on the coffee table.
 
   “How about peppermint hot chocolate?”
 
   “No, thanks.”
 
   “Mulled cider?”
 
   “Hailey.”
 
   She was running out of beverages.
 
   He took her hands. “I couldn’t let Christmas come without telling you how much I regret hurting you.”
 
   She didn’t know what to say.
 
   “You aren’t to only one who had to recover from a past love.”
 
   Corey had never been more than a crush, as it turned out, but she didn’t want to interrupt.
 
   “Amy threw me over for a richer guy, and that made me worry about your interest in money. It’s stupid, but I lied to you because I was afraid of losing you. I hope you can forgive me for the awful things I said the other night.”
 
   “You weren’t the only one at fault. I was so worried about keeping my home that I focused on the wrong things. I’m afraid I didn’t treat you very well.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter now. I love you, Hailey.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked them away.
 
   His thumb caught a silver droplet as it fell. “I hope you’ll let me replace every one of those tears with laughter.” 
 
   “I love you, too, Matt.” She spoke the words without embarrassment this time.
 
   He put his arms around her and pulled her close. She rested her head against his chest and listened to his heartbeat. Being in his arms felt like coming home. Contentment settled over herm and for a long time they stayed like that. 
 
   She lifted her head, and he lowered his to capture her lips in a lingering caress. Sparks ignited, and she melted into him. He ended the kiss and set her away from him with a gleam in his eyes, then dropped to one knee and pulled out a ring box. 
 
   Panic shot through her. “What are you doing?” 
 
   “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m giving you your Christmas present.” He opened the box and lifted a ring with small diamonds swirling around a large one glinting at its center. “That is, if you want it.”
 
   “Oh, Matt…“ She bit her lip.
 
   His eyes widened. “Don’t you want it?”
 
   “This is a little too fast.”
 
   He stood up and pocketed the ring. “I should have realized that.”
 
   “I mean, I’ve only just begun sorting myself out...”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “…and learning how to love someone else.
 
   “I won’t rush you.”
 
   “Ask me in a year?”
 
   He kissed her nose. “That can be arranged. Meanwhile, I took the liberty of finding a local candle light service. I’d be honored to have your company.”              
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   A choir’s singing spilled from the entrance to a tall building that looked like it had been standing in place for at least a century. The service had already started, with the lower seats filled, so they took carpeted stairs to the balcony. 
 
   The choir seemed to be singing in Latin. Matt was frowning. Maybe listening to imperfect music bothered him, because the choir was pretty bad. To his credit, he didn’t wince.
 
   The pastor began speaking in a foreign language. Portugese? Spanish? Hailey sent Matt a puzzled look. 
 
   The corners of his mouth quirked, and a smile broke loose. He leaned close. “Do you speak Spanish?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Neither do I.”
 
   After the pastor finished his sermon, the choir sang again. An older woman stepped forward for a solo. Her voice wavered on and off pitch, but the joy that radiated from her face made her song beautiful. And then the church grew hushed.
 
   “What’s happening?” She whispered the question. 
 
   “I think we’re waiting for midnight to arrive.” Matt gave her hand a squeeze. “It’s almost Christmas.”
 
   The church bell tolled midnight, echoing the joy in her heart. 
 
   



 
  

 
   [bookmark: _Toc438040316]Note from the Author
 
    
 
   Thanks for spending some time with me this Christmas. I hope you enjoyed reading All I Want For Christmas, the first A Sweet Serenade Christmas novella. I based this story on my own experiences as a classically-trained vocalist and as an assistant underwriter for an insurance company in Seattle. Like Hailey, I worked on the top floor of a skyscraper and walked a mile to and from work each day. 
 
   My heroine’s struggle to decide her path was very much my own during that time frame. I’m glad she decided to take the time to sort herself out before she considers marriage, although I suspect she’ll wind up with Matt. 
 
   The fear of being hurt is something most of us can understand. Matt took extreme measures to hide from love and had to face the dishonesty of his actions before he could risk his heart again. Now he and Hailey need time to nurture trust.



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc437596405]Other Books by Janalyn Voigt
 
    
 
   Look for Blue Christmas, the next installment in the A Sweet Serenade Christmas novella series, in autumn 2016. 
 
   Meanwhile, if you are interested in purchasing Janalyn’s other books or want to be notified when her new titles release, please visit  http://janalynvoigt.com and sign up for the Creative Worlds of Janalyn Voigt email list. You’ll receive book extras, monthly updates, special offers, and episodes of the Story Circle Podcast.
 
   I write in more than one genre. DawnSinger and Wayfarer are the first two books in Tales of Faeraven, a medieval epic fantasy series that will ultimately contain four books. Deceptive Tide, a novel set in the San Juan Islands, will release early in 2016. Hills of Nevermore will lead out the Montana Gold series, a set of three historical romances set in Montana’s gold rush era, slated for a 2017 release.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc437596406]Izzy’s Candy Cane Steamer Recipe
 
    
 
   You’ll find the recipe for Izzy’s candy cane steamer at Janalyn’s website. If you give it a try, be sure to let her know what you think. While you’re there, you can also claim free printable Christmas planner pages.  If you’d enjoy reading about literary sites for the books Janalyn recommends, visit the Literary Wayfarer blog.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc437596407]A Special Request
 
    
 
   Readers often aren’t aware that authors need their help in putting the word out about their books. Leaving a review is one of the best things you can do to help your favorite novelists stand out in a crowded literary market. A review can be as short as a couple of sentences. If you would like to provide a review, please visit the Amazon page for Janalyn Voigt, click on the cover of All I Want For Christmas, and scroll down to the Customer Review section. You have my sincere and heartfelt thanks. Thanks for reading!
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