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Foreword

Kristi: Everyone enjoys a great love story, so we were excited about being part of the Chicken Soup for the Soul family for this wonderful book of true love stories. This is not my first time in a Chicken Soup for the Soul book. I had a story about my early years as an athlete in Chicken Soup for the Preteen Soul 2 and my mom had a story about my skating career in Chicken Soup for the Sports Fan’s Soul.

Skating is great, but true love is even better! After all, it’s something we all strive for and most of us achieve it at some point in our lives. Bret and I are fortunate to have it all—great careers, a strong marriage, and a wonderful family. But it almost didn’t happen….

Bret: We met at the 1992 Olympics when I was playing for the U.S. hockey team and Kristi was figure skating for the U.S. She won a gold medal that year. Nancy Kerrigan and Kristi were walking around meeting some of the other American team members. Kristi made an impression on all of us—she was just excited to be there and happy to be watching the hockey team and the players and be a part of it.

Kristi: There were about twenty-five hockey players and I remembered a few of them, but not Bret. When we met again a few years later in Vancouver, he told me that we had met at the Olympics. I had to go back to look at the photos to see if he was really there.

A hockey player was the last type of athlete I thought I would ever date. Hockey players are just a different breed from figure skaters. We always competed with the hockey players for rink time when I was a kid.

Bret: We had no class.

Kristi: It was pretty funny, because when we were reintroduced, one of my choreographers was with me, and he said there was this cute guy who kept looking over at me. I was so embarrassed, as if I was transported back to grade school.

We dated for about three years before Bret proposed. Bret was playing for the Vancouver Canucks and I was based in the Bay Area so we were only going to see each other over Christmas for a day and half, actually only forty hours! Bret called me and said he had missed his flight. I was not happy. There had been a snowstorm in Vancouver, and Bret’s car wasn’t working, and there were no cabs available since they are not accustomed to heavy snow in Vancouver.

Bret: We were spending Christmas Day with Kristi’s family so I wanted us to have a nice quiet Christmas Eve dinner, just the two of us, so I could propose. But when I arrived, I discovered that Kristi had said that her sister and brother-in-law could join us. I pulled her sister aside and told her I had the ring in my pocket, and that she needed to leave right after dinner.

Kristi: He was still in trouble with me for being late, so it took me a while to figure out what was going on, and then I thought, “Don’t do it because I’ve been so nasty all night.” But we ended up at the top of the Marriott in downtown San Francisco, with a 360 degree view of the city, and he proposed. Of course I said yes.

Our parents were thrilled and excited and we decided to have a nice intimate family wedding in Hawaii. My extended family had a tradition of vacationing on the Big Island of Hawaii—25 or 30 of us at the Orchid Mauna Lani. We loved it and thought a small wedding would be nice.

You can guess what happened. We gave everyone more than a year to plan, so they could plan their family vacations around the wedding, and almost 100% of our invites said yes. Over 300 people came. We took over the whole hotel. It was awesome. It turned into a five-day wedding because everyone came early and by the time we had the ceremony on Saturday, everyone knew each other.

Bret: At the reception I scored points by serenading my bride with the Bob Dylan song “Make You Feel My Love.” I saw Scott Hamilton quoted in People Magazine saying that every single woman in the room was crying.

Kristi: That was in 2000, and three years later we had our first child, Keara, and two years after that we had Emma. Our daughters are our proudest accomplishments. The minute you become a parent, you become so much closer and it reinforces the bond you have with each other. You become more conscious of the values you want to instill in your family. You also have a better understanding of your own parents—it’s a lot of work!

While our marriage is still young compared to many out there, we feel a real affinity to the stories in this latest Chicken Soup for the Soul volume about true love. It’s a lot of fun to read about dating, proposals, and weddings and remember our own years of long distance dating and our own wedding. And we love the stories written by long-time couples about how they keep their marriages fresh and their relationships healthy. Some of the stories are so funny, and a few will make you tear up. There is something in here for everyone, even you guys out there. We wives know that you secretly enjoy a good love story too, right Bret?

Bret: Yes, dear.

~Kristi Yamaguchi and Bret Hedican
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Introduction

My very thoughtful son, who is a college senior with a long-time fabulous girlfriend, has a wonderful metaphor for relationships. He views a relationship as a machine—a box full of intermeshed gears working together. When the machine is new, the gears are shiny and sharp. They work together, but there is some roughness around the edges and a little resistance as they mesh. Over time, the gears lose some of their shininess, and their edges become a little rounded, but they work together more and more smoothly. A little dirt gets in the machine from time to time, and it must be cleaned out diligently in order to keep the gears working well and avoid permanent build-up.

Once in a while, a major problem may occur, and a piece of metal may fall into the works. But a well-maintained machine with well-matched gears will survive this. The gears will keep moving and the stray piece of metal may get thrown against the side wall of the machine, leaving a permanent dent that mars the machine but doesn’t impair its performance. Or the piece of metal may actually damage a gear, bending it or breaking it, but the machine soldiers on, and the gears still mesh better and better over time, albeit with one missing tooth.

Our relationships are like that metaphorical machine. Over time, our gears may darken with age and wear down, and even show some breakage, but if we tend to them they should mesh more and more smoothly. If the machine really suffers irreparable damage, and we break up or divorce, we look to start over with new machines.

Chicken Soup for the Soul: True Love is an inspiring collection of stories about dating, romance, love, and marriage. You will find stories about everything from first dates and falling in love, to proposals and weddings, to second chances and love later in life, to making relationships work over the years. Whether you are looking for new love, basking in the glow of a successful relationship, or working on a relationship that needs a little polishing, you will find fundamental wisdom in these pages, from real people sharing their personal stories with you.

Our Assistant Publisher, D’ette Corona, and I had so much fun reading the thousands of stories submitted for this book. After all, who doesn’t enjoy a great love story? We laughed and cried, nodded our heads in recognition, shook our heads in disbelief, and were disappointed when it was all over and the book was finished!

So now it is your turn. “Gear up” for a great read. We hope these stories will help your relationship “machine” work as well as ours, or give you faith that your next box of gears will be the one that operates smoothly for the rest of your life!

~Amy Newmark
Publisher, Chicken Soup for the Soul
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How We Met

You know you’re in love when you can’t fall asleep
because reality is finally better than your dreams.

~Dr. Seuss
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Challenged

You don’t love someone for their looks,
or their clothes, or for their fancy cars,
but because they sing a song only you can hear.

~Source Unknown

I was twenty-six, single, and I had just bought my first home. It was my very first “grown-up” purchase. After signing the final paperwork, I decided to stop and visit some friends before heading home to pack.

My friend has never been one for formality, so when I arrived at her house I let myself in. As I came around the corner into her living room, I was a little startled to see a man I had never met sitting on the couch.

As I was introduced to Martin, I could not help but notice that his attire was horribly coordinated. I am no fashion diva by any means, but I had to wonder what this man was thinking when he left his house that morning.

As we sat in the living room engaged in lively conversation, I noticed that Martin was saying very little. My mother had always taught me that talking over people was not only impolite but very rude. So I tried to incorporate him into our conversation. No matter what I said to him, all I got was stammering and stuttering.

Upon hearing him speak, I mistakenly assumed he was mildly developmentally-challenged in some fashion. This would explain his speech difficulty and his clothing. For some reason, when people find themselves in a situation like this, they tend to talk louder and slower. I was no exception and I must have looked like a complete idiot, given what I learned later.

After a few hours I headed home. I had a lot of packing to do, and moving day was coming up fast.

A few days later, I went shopping for some window blinds for my new home. Once I got there, I realized that my standard screwdriver was not going to do the job. So, I headed over to my friend’s house to see if I could borrow a cordless screwdriver or drill from her husband.

When I got there, she explained to me it was no problem to borrow the drill, but her husband had not made it home from work yet and she did not know where he kept it. After pausing for a moment, she said that Martin was in the other room and she would see if he had one.

Within a matter of moments he appeared. This time it seemed that his speech problem was far worse then the last time we had met. Also, I could not help but notice that he had made another not so great fashion choice. Slowly, he told me that not only did he have a cordless drill, but he would come and help me to hang my blinds… and he would drive.

My stomach twisted, not knowing what to say. Although I firmly believed that a challenged individual should be given the same chances as anyone else, I was not sure of the degree of his disability. Could he handle this task? Could he drive? Should I trust him? After all, he was a complete stranger.

I took a deep breath and agreed. I knew that if my friend was okay with this, he must be up to the challenge. Otherwise, she would have pulled me aside and told me. Hoping for the best, I got into his truck and we headed the short distance to my new home.

When we arrived, Martin pulled a tool box from his truck and went inside. I must say I was instantly impressed. Before hanging each blind, he measured and marked, taking extreme care not to damage or mar my beautiful new windows.

As he traveled from room to room hanging the blinds, I followed him. By this time I was more then comfortable with his ability. I just felt I should try to engage him in conversation. During this time I began to notice something. Martin spoke clearly whenever his back was to me. It was only during face-to-face conversations that his speech became difficult to understand.

Then it hit me. Martin was not the least bit mentally challenged. Why then, I wondered, did he have difficulty speaking at times?

At the last window, with his back turned, he told me that he and our mutual friends were going out on Friday. He wanted to know if I would like to come along. Without a moment’s hesitation I blurted out yes. I surprised even myself, as that was something I never did.

I would never have guessed in a million years that Martin would be my husband when I first met him, but four months later we were married. By the time we said “I do” the stammering and stuttering came far less often. A few months later, I confessed to Martin my first impression of him. He laughed and said he stammered and stuttered only when he looked at me because he thought I was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and it made him nervous to be around me. My heart melted… again.

You may be wondering… what about the poor fashion choices? Martin is colorblind.

I guess it goes to show you that you cannot always go by first impressions. If I had, I would have missed out on being married to the most wonderful man on the planet for the past eight years.

~Toni-Michelle Nell
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Long Distance Love

In true love the smallest distance is too great,
and the greatest distance can be bridged.

~Hans Nouwens

“So how did you and your fiancé meet?” My college classmate sat down beside me in the cafeteria, leaning close to look at my emerald engagement ring.

It was a common question when people found out I was just nineteen and engaged, but I always had to fight the urge to wince. I knew that no matter how delicately I tried to answer, they would be wagering on our relationship’s demise.

“We knew of each other online….”

“Oh, so this was one of those new Internet relationships?” she asked. This was 1999, and most any news about the Internet boasted that it was great for finding a date and/or a sexual predator.

“No. We knew of each other online, but not well. I was in California, he was in Ohio. We were on the same e-mail list for video game fans, and we knew that we both liked the group Journey. Well, Jason was going on a road trip to meet people from the e-mail list, and it so happened that Journey was appearing on tour not far from me at the same time. I asked if he wanted to go, and when we met, we just clicked.”

“And he was in the Navy then?”

I shook my head. “No. He enlisted about six months later. We were engaged right before he went to boot camp.”

When she walked away, her face was composed but I could see she was tabulating the facts in her head: two very young people in a relationship based on the Internet and video games and music; he joined the Navy; they reside on opposite coasts. It sounded like a divorce waiting to happen, if we even made it as far as the altar.

At the same time, I knew how bad it all sounded. So did Jason. He endured the same skeptical reaction from acquaintances and family. There was no way we could defend ourselves and our love with words without sounding silly and immature.

“No,” Jason said. “We’ll have to show them by making it.”

Fairy tales and popular culture make a big deal out of love-at-first-sight, as though the heavens open in celestial chorus. The reality is much more subtle. We met in person, and we were instant friends. This was someone I could trust, someone thoughtful and respectable. To make things even more astounding, Jason made the same impression on my overly-cautious parents. I wasn’t allowed to make the ten-minute bicycle ride to my grandma’s house unless I called home to let my parents know that I arrived safely, yet this stoic young man instantly earned their trust and respect.

Since we lived thousands of miles apart, most of our initial courtship was done by phone and Internet. Our infrequent reunions were a delightful blur of board games and slow strolls around the local mall while walking hand-in-hand. When Jason came out to visit one final time before joining the Navy, he sold his battered car to buy my engagement ring. There was no formal wedding proposal; we were simply in consensus that we would be married, and the ring made that public. While he was in boot camp, I did the math: we had only been in each other’s physical presence for a rough total of three weeks spread over a six-month span. Our engagement probably seemed hasty and foolhardy—and looking at those numbers, I could see why—but I still believed in us. Jason felt the same way, clinging to whatever correspondence I sent his way even as his fellow sailor-recruits received more and more “Dear John” letters as the weeks went by.

Our reunion took place exactly six months after he left for the Navy. It was Christmas, and having Jason in my arms again was the best gift of all. We had both endured other people’s doubts about our relationship, but our love was strong. He was still utterly ruthless at Scrabble, too, and as he strategized with his tiles, it gave me ample time to renew my memory of his handsome face. And when it was my turn to play, I would catch him looking at me the same dreamy way.

While we were out shopping for Christmas presents, Jason accidentally knocked a pillow off a high shelf and onto my head.

“Spousal abuse!” cried a fellow shopper on our aisle, a teasing grin on his face. “I was a witness!”

Jason looked at me, beaming. “Spouse!” he said. “He thinks you’re my wife.”

“I will be,” I said, squeezing his hand.

After that visit, it was almost another six months until we were together again. This time, it was for our wedding. I walked down the aisle to an orchestral version of the theme from the Final Fantasy video game series, and Jason was waiting for me, attired in Navy dinner dress whites. The next day, we packed up a Penske truck with all of my worldly belongings and made the long drive from California to my new home in South Carolina.

I didn’t expect things to be easy, which was good—they weren’t. I hadn’t been away from my parents for longer than a week, and quite abruptly, I was 3,000 miles away and living in near-poverty. But I had Jason, and he had me, and Top Ramen noodles are mighty tasty when you’re in love. Not only did we stay together, but we were content. Years passed, and we moved from South Carolina to Washington. He began preparations for deployment, and that’s when I discovered I was pregnant.

Those six-month droughts without Jason back in our courting days proved to be good practice for deployment. Those same skills—constant letter and e-mail writing, care packages laden with sweets, sleeping with the phone beside my bed just in case—kept us strong while we were apart. Under the turbulent influence of hormones and loneliness, I would cry on cue when certain songs came on the radio, especially our song—Journey’s “Faithfully.” Jason returned home in time for the birth of our son, Nicholas, and less than a year later he was deployed again. A year after that, Jason left the Navy, and we again hauled ourselves across the country to a new home.

Next year is our ten-year anniversary. We’ve endured multiple deployments, zigzagged the country in hectic moves, and yet we somehow still like each other. I still get tingles in my belly when Jason comes in the door after a long day at work, and we engage in vicious Scrabble matches on our designated weekly game night. We’ve worked together to cope with Nicholas’s autism diagnosis and special needs. We’re still together, against all odds, and still love Journey, video games, and each other. True love doesn’t mean that things are easy—it just means the struggle is worthwhile.

And after all this time, I’m no longer afraid of people asking how we met.

~Beth Cato
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The Girl for Me

Gravitation is not responsible for people falling in love.

~Albert Einstein

People often ask when it was that I knew that my wife of twenty-five years was the girl for me. I always tell them that I knew it before I even knew her name.

It happened on a bright, crisp, autumn afternoon on my first day at college. In fact, it happened in my first class. I was a theater major and was taking Theater Crafts 101. My college advisor had assured me that the class was a great way to meet all the kids who would be in the program with me over the next four years.

So there we were—forty boisterous, nervous, excited teenagers in their first college class. None of us knew what to expect. We didn’t know each other. All of us were determined to show off how talented we were. I managed to get to the lecture hall a little early to check out my classmates. There was a pretty blonde over here, a gorgeous redhead over there, and a cute brunette sitting with her best friend towards the back. I slowly strutted my way to the far side of the room and picked a chair by the windows. I was convinced the girls couldn’t help but notice my natural “leading man” good looks.

Of course, Theater Crafts 101 wasn’t an acting class. It was an “Introductory” class. So, after an hour and a half of being lectured on the history of Western Theater, our professor announced it was now time for some practical experience. We all hoped that meant we’d get on stage. Well, we did get on stage. Then off it again. In fact, our professor marched us downstairs to the main auditorium, up on stage, out the back, and into the workshop. The groans of disappointment could be heard in the lobby.

“All right,” our professor said, barely suppressing his laughter, “I know all you future Academy Award-winning actors would prefer to be in front of the curtain right now (ironically, one of my classmates would go on to win an Academy Award), “but here,” he declared, “is where the magic starts. This is where you get your hands dirty. Theater isn’t just about glamour and applause. Theater is hard work. It’s pitching in when things need to get done. And speaking of pitching in, your first assignment is to clean out the storage area and pitch all the trash in the Dumpster out back.” People started groaning again.

Now, the assignment didn’t really bother me, but some of the girls weren’t very happy about it. They’d come dressed to impress. Their make-up was flawless, their hair was carefully sculpted, and their hands were freshly manicured. They hadn’t planned on getting dirty in pursuit of their craft. So the guys got to show off by hauling the larger items while the girls stuck to the smaller more manageable pieces.

Since the Dumpster was in the parking lot, and that meant going down a series of hallways and out a fire door, it became apparent that we should form a bucket brigade. One person would grab a piece of scenery, haul it down a hallway, and pass it on to the next person, who would go down another hallway and hand it off to someone else. On and on it would go until the piece reached the guy perched up on the Dumpster who would drop it in. That was me.

I’d been up there about twenty minutes and was getting pretty good at it. The blonde I’d seen in class brought down a two-foot piece of wood that I gallantly tossed one-handed into the Dumpster. The redhead had found a small piece of canvas that I flipped over my shoulder with flair. Then Catherine appeared. Only, I didn’t know her name just then.

Catherine was the friend of the cute brunette who’d been sitting in the back of class. She’d actually paid attention during the lecture and had asked several intelligent questions. She was also dressed in a plain flannel shirt and blue jeans. Her make-up was understated and she hadn’t groaned when we were told to haul garbage.

Catherine was carrying a two-foot by six-foot flat. Flats are wooden frames covered in canvas. Once painted, a flat could be used to represent anything from a garden wall to a sunny sky. Though not really heavy, they can be cumbersome to maneuver. I was just taken by the fact that she’d opted to pick up something that weighed more than three pounds.

“Thanks, babe,” I said as I leaned down and reached for the flat. I think it was the “babe” that impressed her.

“That’s all right,” she said. “I’ve got it.”

“Hey,” I replied with my best Brad Pitt smile. “I’m here; let me help.”

Catherine gave me a small shake of her head and then said: “Duck.”

“Excuse me?”

Catherine repeated her instruction, slowly. “D-u-c-k.”

I was perched on the side of a commercial Dumpster and the lip to the steel container was a good six or seven feet off the ground. I wasn’t sure what she intended to do. “Look,” I began, “why don’t you just let me…?”

Without another word Catherine reached back, grabbed hold of the flat with both hands, and proceeded to swing it around. I dropped down in time to watch the two-foot by six-foot frame sail neatly up over my head and into the Dumpster. The steel container clanged when the wood hit the bottom. I turned in time to spot a hint of a smile on Catherine’s face as she gave me a nod, dusted off her hands, and walked away. I remembered crouching there, having nearly been conked in the head by flying scenery, and thinking: “Strong girl.”

In that instant I learned all I ever needed to know about my future wife. I learned about her strength (both physical and of character); I learned about her stubborn streak of independence; and I learned about her wicked sense of humor. It would be two more years before we started dating and five till we got married. But on that day, by that Dumpster, I met the girl of my dreams. I just had to wait for my knees to stop shaking in order to realize it.

~Arthur Sanchez

[image: Image]

 

[image: Image]


[image: Image]

One Enchanted Evening

Happiness often sneaks in through a door you didn’t know you left open.

~John Barrymore

After my divorce, I dated a very charming man for several years who, despite all that he had to offer, could never really make a commitment to me or to a future together. We separated and reunited many times, and finally, we found the courage to end the relationship once and for all. It was agonizing, but the healthiest thing we could have done for one another.

After the end of our relationship, I really swore off men. I was the single mother of two small children, trying to balance a full-time career with motherhood, and managing well, most of the time. I didn’t have a strong desire to have anyone else in my life, though occasionally I did long for a playmate and lover. Given the situation, it was really just easier not to get involved.

By the spring of 2001, I had been on the Board of Directors of the American Heart Association in my county for six years. As part of my duties, I volunteered annually with the AHA Annual Gala. Somehow, getting sponsors and auction items for “the Ball” just seemed more glamorous than the other service options, and Lord knows, being a single mother, I didn’t have much glamour in my life.

Given that it was my last term, I worked my tail off to make the event as special as it could possibly be. It was set at the new Grand Californian Hotel at Disneyland in California. We had arranged for David Benoit to play for us that evening, and there were terrific silent and live auctions to tantalize all of our guests. My swan song looked complete, but by the night before the event, I couldn’t stomach the idea of attending one more gala, especially alone.

I finished the last of my To-Do list and hugged my director, then wished the committee well. My director, realizing that I did not mean to attend the event, looked aghast. I was even more surprised when the refined sixty-something belle told me in no uncertain terms that I would get my tail to the event, OR ELSE. I had never seen her like this, and wasn’t quite sure what would happen if I argued with her. I squinched up my face at her, and left the building. I began speed-dialing the sitter I had used, hoping that I could even get someone to take care of the kids at such late notice. After getting a confirmation from the sitter, I headed to the mall. I pawed through the dresses on the rack, doubtful that I would find something in time, and completed the purchase of a deep-blue gown as Security began locking the doors for the night.

By 4:00 P.M. Saturday, I was a wreck. I tried to hold myself together, glaring at the clock with every minute that the sitter was late. A half-hour later, the sitter arrived and I dashed off to the ball. I deposited my car with the valet, strode into the hotel, and tried to scan the crowd for my director. Inside the VIP lounge, I spied her across the room with a few of my close colleagues.

After a brief hug, I told her that I wouldn’t be staying for dinner, and she seemed to take no notice. She handed me a glass of champagne and asked my opinion about the auction tables. We talked shop for a few minutes before she asked if I’d met Thom Breslin. “Old, fat, balding cardiologist” is what I thought to myself, knowing that the event was often attended by these types. I told her that I hadn’t, and she mentioned that he’d lost his wife to cancer. The image in my mind aged a few more years, and I wondered why she’d asked. She must have caught the expression on my face, because she took that opportunity to suggest that we go join her husband, Roger. As I’d spent Christmas the year before with them, I was pleased that he was attending the event.

As she turned to join Roger’s group, I turned away from them to hand the waiter my glass. When I turned back around, in front of me was one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen. I quickly averted my eyes and hugged Roger, clasping his hands. And, with a gentle steer back to the others, Roger asked me, “Have you met Thom Breslin?” That whole “old, fat, balding cardiologist” thing just fell away with his words.

I thought for a moment that I might actually faint. I don’t know if it was the form-fitting dress, the champagne gone to my head, or an actual swoon, but I had to remind myself to breathe as he reached out to shake my hand.

We spoke then, about our careers, our lives, and our loves. I shared about my divorce, and he spoke about losing the love of his life to cancer after twenty-one years together. I tried to be empathic and compassionately offered, “I’m so glad that you had so many wonderful years of such deep love.” And, to my surprise, he responded, “Yes—but I want to have that again!”

And, with that, we both realized that, while rapt in conversation, the room had emptied and left us in the bubble we’d created with our stories. The dinner bell rang, alerting us to find our tables. We quickly scanned the auction tables, playfully flirting and then headed toward the ballroom. There, this handsome man deposited me at my table at the back of the room and went off to join the head table, as he was a guest of the Director.

As I bit into my salad and pondered what had just happened, something caught my eye and I looked up. There, coming across the room towards me, was Dr. Thom Breslin. “How’s your seat?” I asked, knowing that the head table was directly in front of the stage. “Funny,” he replied, “there doesn’t seem to be a seat left for me.” Glancing to my right and left, I was met with open chairs. I lifted my eyes towards his, amazed by their sparkle. I pulled out a chair, and with a smile, he sat beside me. The rest of the evening, for both of us, is now a blur.

It’s eight years and three children later, and we still feel blessed to have met in that crowded room. While my director finally confessed to setting us up, so much of our encounter was truly magical. Thom shared with me later that his first date with his late wife, Jennifer, had been at Disney World in Florida. And, so, it seemed simply divine that, in a ballroom, he’d find love again with me, in the “happiest place on Earth.”

~Sage de Beixedon Breslin
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