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A harrowing car crash, a reluctant hero, and a life-changing disability. Carol McPhee weaves a tapestry of colorful characters into a page-turning love story filled with secrets, lies, betrayal, and the healing power of true love.
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Carol McPhee’s None So Blind is an above average soap opera with willful, redheaded Kate McTavish continually trying to run away from herself and her problems, real and imagined. Dayton Deveraux, is the man who rescues her from her burning car. However, he is wary of hot-headed, redheaded women. I found this book well plotted with emotional conflicts and problems for both hero and heroine. It makes you wonder if love can really overcome their dilemmas.

—JoEllen Conger

Queen Of Candelore

Carol McPhee has written a spell-binding novel in which both Kate and Dayton face one painful situation after another, as they grow to love one another. They must both mature, and learn to accept what they can’t change. None So Blind is a beautiful love story where both the hero and heroine learn that love and trust can indeed be the cornerstone of a lasting relationship. This is one of those hard-to-put-aside novels where you must read the next page to find out what’s going to happen next.


—Allison Knight
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The approach to the two-towered suspension bridge, slick and shining from fallen sleet, threatened Kate McTavish’s escape. Dread of what lay behind goaded her to put distance between herself and home. Her nerves tightened with the possibility she might not make it up the incline or cross the span without careening into the heavy steel rails. The oppressive atmosphere weighed on Kate’s psyche, but determination spurred her onward.

She accelerated.

She had to chance it.

With a brief spin of its wheels, the red Mustang growled, then fishtailed up the rise to Halifax’s Angus L. Macdonald Bridge. Once on the crest, Kate looked in her rearview mirror for the hundredth time. To her great relief she saw no one. No movement anywhere.

She traveled alone in her private escape capsule.

Kate eased her car along the massive center span, blinking hard to rid her eyes of remnant tears and focus on the course. The Mustang slid sideways, but she regained control. To her consternation, the bridge trembled with periodic gusts of wind—just like she trembled inside.

Keeping her speed to a steady crawl through mounds of slush, Kate took a quick glance around her. Although it was late afternoon, a dull murky pallor had settled low, concealing almost everything in the harbor. She could barely see the Canadian Navy ships at anchor below her. Forced to brake when a snowplow approached, her car shuddered from the big truck’s passing, then meekly followed the smooth sweep down to the Dartmouth side.

She had made it across safely.

Kate tossed her bridge token into the tollbooth’s chute, the last obstacle to her flight. Glad to be off the link, she expelled a sigh. A monstrous load left her shoulders when she noticed the bare Dartmouth streets held little of the usual suppertime traffic. Piles of slush heaved aside by snowplow blades mantled the curbs and would guide her out of the business district.

She was on her way.

Nova Scotia had been anointed with intermittent spells of freezing rain throughout the day. Kate had spent the last three hours in her bedroom, looking through old photo albums of her years at Dalhousie University—a time when her life had been full of adventure and promise. While attending there, she’d had close, carefree friends who were as energetic as she. A smile played about her mouth as she recalled the spur-of-the-moment fun activities of those times.

Once, she and two girlfriends wanted to see a football game at Acadia University, sixty miles away.

“Why don’t we hitchhike?” Kate suggested.

“Why not?” one of the girls replied.

“It would be cheaper,” the third friend joined in.

The three adventurers thumbed a ride out on the Bicentennial Drive. When they climbed into the back seat of an old rattletrap Ford, occupied by two men in front, reality set in and they began to get nervous. The driver, watching in his rearview mirror, reassured them of their safety. “You’re sitting on top of a shotgun back there,” he cackled.

Sure enough, when they hastily lifted a protective blanket, a gun lay secured in the crevice. They spent the trip silent, gesturing at each other, fearing the weapon might accidentally go off and shoot the butt off the girl sitting in the line of fire—her. What a reckless chance they had taken.

Kate turned on her wipers to clear the slush splashed up from a passing car. She turned them off after finding her windshield remained water-free.

How she missed those exciting adventures. She and her friends had graduated, and she lived another life—one with responsibilities. At twenty-six, she now put her economics degree to work in a job she was good at: investment counseling.

Kate’s penchant to follow her own initiatives held her in good stead, especially now with her escape. Not much wonder Mom and Dad are happy to pass me onto Grant’s shoulders when I walk down the aisle.

If I do.

Kate turned on the radio to CHNS. She hummed along to Garth Brook’s “I Got Friends In Low Places”. The music gave a lift to her hitherto gray spirits.

A few drops appeared on the windshield. She set the wipers on low.

The high-beamed intensity from an approaching car temporarily blinded her and caused her to swerve. The Mustang slid a little, but her expert touch brought it back on track. She eased up on the accelerator. Calm yourself, girl. No one knows where you are. They can’t stop you now. She shook her head at her daring, and although she tried to keep her attention on the road ahead, her mind detoured back to her home.

“Kate, did you sample these little tarts? Kate, what do you think of the flowers in the drawing room?” Sophia McTavish’s constant barrage of questions had worn her down.

“Mom, have them the way you like. I don’t care.”

In her mind’s eye, Kate walked into her home and saw the bustling preparation for tonight’s party. The lavish affair to entertain relatives from out of town hadn’t been her idea. “Psst! Ellen, come up here.” She remembered grabbing her cousin’s attention from the top of the stairs without others hearing. “I have something to tell you.”

Ellen sprinted up the steps, her face reflecting curiosity. “Why aren’t you dressed for the party, Kate? The guests will be arriving any minute.” Ellen clearly relished her special designation as Kate’s maid of honor. She was at Kate’s beck and call, as always.

Kate pulled her into the bedroom and closed the door. “I’m not going to the party.” She whipped her frizzy mane through the air to emphasize her defiance, then motioned they should sit on the bed.

“I always liked this scarlet bedspread, Kate; it so doesn’t go with your red hair or your pink walls.”

“That’s why I bought it, Ellen.”

“Okay, enough of the kidding; you have to be present at the party.” Conservative compared to Kate, Ellen’s sense of duty sometimes conflicted with Kate’s stubbornness, but the cousins remained close.

“I have other plans, and I need your help to carry them through.”

“Not another of your harebrained schemes? Oh, Kate! Your parents will have fits.”

“You’re the only one I’ve told of my doubts about this marriage. I trust your judgment that I’ve been experiencing last minute jitters, but what if you’re wrong?”

“I’m not.”

“But what if you are?”

Ellen shrugged. “Then you make the best of the situation and work hard at making a life with Grant. He’s a nice guy, religious and respectable. It shouldn’t be too much of a stretch. God, he’s handsome. Come on, Kate; appreciate your damn luck. You can’t back out now!”

“I have to give our marriage more thought. I know Mom and Dad won’t understand if I go to them. I need to get away to do some serious thinking.”

“You should have done that before you accepted his gorgeous sapphire ring.”

“I know, but I’m in a panic. Marriage is a big step. I don’t think I’m ready to commit. And the ring can be returned.”

“You’ve never been ready to commit to anything but a good time.” Ellen backed away, her face flushed with her bold comment. “Do you still have that dream you used to have so often?”

“You remember?”

“The one where a dashing dark-haired, clean-shaven hero rescues you from some dastardly adventure gone wrong. We used to laugh over it in high school.”

“Of course not. I haven’t had that dream since I learned in college that heroes seldom appear.”

“You’re referring to the guys that dropped you?”

“Why do guys think a single girl should devote herself to one of them? What’s wrong with playing the field, Ellen?”

“Not a thing, but as you get older, guys get the notion to settle down with someone who has the quality they want most—fidelity. And you know that old biological clock just keeps on ticking.”

“I have plenty of time for a family. I wish Grant came closer to the guy I saw in those dreams. Maybe if he dyed his hair it would help.” She giggled at the thought.

“Grant likes his curly, blond locks; so do I.” Ellen impatiently smoothed kinky strands back from Kate’s face.

“After I leave, I want you to talk to Dad. He’ll explain my absence to Mom better than I could.”

“Do you think there’s a chance you’ll not come back and go through with the wedding?”

“I’m only going away overnight. Whatever I decide, I’ll be back tomorrow in time for the rehearsal. I’ll know by then what I’m going to do.”

“But if you decide against marrying... wedding presents have begun to pile up... guests are already here. How would you handle it?”

“I’ll be honest and tell everyone I have feet of clay.” She wrinkled her nose. That didn’t sound like a pleasant task.

“This isn’t a joking matter.”

“I know. Tell Dad I’m taking twenty-four hours to regroup. He’ll understand, knowing I haven’t been myself at work, lately. He’ll put two and two together and realize that marriage might be too confining for me.”

“Well, this will sure cause a stink all the way around, Kate.” Ellen looked at the strapless forest green taffeta dress draped over a chair. She’d be wearing it as she walked the church aisle. “I like my dress.”

“And you get to keep it.”

“And I get to remember this day every time I wear it, huh?” Ellen’s grim expression slowly stretched into a wide smile. “All right, I know better than to try and dissuade you. You always were headstrong. Give me a hug. I hate to see you go out in this weather. I have a premonition your leaving isn’t going to turn out well.”

Kate shrugged. “Ellen, the air around here is stifling. If I’m going, it has to be now before I lose my nerve.” Kate pulled away. Blinking back a tear, she threw cosmetics and a change of underwear into a small suitcase, then laid her flannelette pajamas on top.

One final inspection of her room led to the black, tight-fitting dress laid out with such care at the bottom of the bed. She avoided looking at the closet door where a carefully chosen, beaded wedding gown hung in wait. She had adored the scalloped neckline the moment she’d discovered it at an expensive fashion boutique. Finding the style that was right for her well-built, sturdy body hadn’t been easy. Wedding gowns seemed to be geared for tall, reed-slender gamins with silicone boobs. She had no intention of overemphasizing her naturally ample cleavage and looking like a hooker on the make when she walked on her father’s arm.

The A-line style would draw attention upward to her eyes, the only feature she considered worthy of note. The dress fitted her perfectly and with her selection she had been as content as with her affinity for finance. Her enthusiasm for spontaneous action was what bothered her. Could Grant put up with it? He had so far; in fact he encouraged her independence.

Ellen flounced into a chair by the window, skepticism written on her face. Kate blew her a kiss, then slipped out, sneaking noiselessly down the back stairs.

Kate shook her head as she remembered her hesitation at the bottom step. She heard the cook humming in the kitchen, putting the final touches to trays of hors d’oeuvres. The housekeeper was in the foyer dusting and polishing anything that didn’t glisten. Her mother’s voice called orders from the living room. None of them saw her. For once, the back door hadn’t squeaked when she let herself out.

“The storm appears to be letting up in Halifax,” the announcer reported, after Garth finished his song.

“Good!” she replied, buoyed when more easy-listening music came on. She recognized the trumpet player after hearing one note: Miles Davis, playing “My Funny Valentine”. Her memories faded as a car passed, tossing slush against the Mustang’s side window. Kate gritted her teeth. She turned up the music to overcome a moment of insecurity.

The next song played was not to her taste, so she turned the station off to concentrate on the darkened highway. Night had crept in quickly, and in the countryside light standards were far apart. Kate sniffed her new car smell. The leathery scent settled her nerves. Her job in finance wasn’t half-bad when she could afford wheels this fine.

“A bride-to-be should be happy in spite of the inclement weather,” she muttered aloud. After several days of dreary skies, the freezing rain had materialized, bringing misery crushing down until it zapped her energy and put her in a wistful mood. Once she realized her angst was not a momentary thing, she had to take action.

Keeping her attention on the route ahead, Kate chose to set her blues aside until she reached her destination. She would find peace there, and time to analyze whatever was wrong with her thinking.
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As Kate traveled the Eastern Shore, she drove with a sense of tranquility. Her thoughts moved to her fiancé and his unique qualities. In two days, she was to marry Grant Willoughby, a prize catch if ever there was one. The fact his family was close friends with hers made the union all that more suitable. Before long Grant would take over his family’s stocks and bonds brokerage house, which would provide an income more than sufficient to hire household help. And children? She didn’t want to even think about having a child yet and that was fine with Grant. Lord knows what would become of children exposed to her foolhardy whims. With his easy-going nature Grant was perfect for her.

Kate turned her wipers up a notch.

She was almost certain she loved him, if not enough to be enthralled, at least well enough to think they’d be friends for the rest of their lives. A steady dose of his solidity would influence her to the good. Something was missing though, and she often wondered why she didn’t feel more romantically inclined toward him—nothing at all like she felt for the man in her dreams. Dreams that—in spite of what she’d told Ellen—had never stopped. The stimulation her mystery man provided sent her to heaven.

Kate hoped the same eager passion would develop as she and Grant faced the excitement of melding their lives. Though Grant wasn’t the man who haunted her mind, she wondered if he ever had a truly lustful thought. If he didn’t, he’d never understand her needs; but then, neither did she.

Perhaps the stumbling block was Grant’s religious upbringing and his strong conviction that she should come to him pure. Remarkably, she would be doing just that since through lack of attraction she’d managed to forestall her previous dates’ persuasion. That was more than likely why she’d been left by the wayside.

Kate exhaled a slow, disgusted breath. Time for sexual experimentation to test her compatibility with Grant was long overdue. And not because she wasn’t interested. He had his morals so she had decided she would do what she always did—take a risk—and hope they would mesh as well in sex as they did in friendship. Life would be easy with Grant. He encouraged her to keep busy with fun activities that he didn’t have time to share. Yes, Grant accepted her as she was: impulsive and independent.

Kate turned the temperature control a touch higher and switched to high beams.

Grant’s physical stature didn’t come close to the dream man either. Although her hero’s face was blurred, he smelled wonderful with the Lagerfeld cologne she imagined inhaling each time he appeared. His tall, lean frame contrasted with Grant’s short, stocky one. “Oh, well,” she murmured, “if we marry, I’ll no longer have to dream that guy up.”

Another irksome fly flew on the horizon—Grant’s penchant for organization in everything he did. He had political aspirations though, and that would serve him well. Spontaneous adventure firmly ingrained in her desires, she flourished with participation in whatever exciting events challenged her at the time. Grant assured her that compromise would be their first objective. Then a family, later.

“Later”—the word rang bells in her head. She couldn’t see herself as a mother. Mothers were bossy, didn’t have fun and spent most of their time directing the lives of their families. Not for her. Grant had assured her she would change.

A small branch landed on her windshield. She turned the wipers on full and the twig vanished into the night. Kate slowed them again, but the glass fogged up. She directed the heat on the windshield and slightly opened one of the back windows. The windshield cleared. She turned the wipers to the lowest speed.

Grant said a lot of things. Especially against buying this nifty car. She hadn’t listened; it was her money. Although it had taken almost every cent, her employment was stable and guaranteed—a perk of working in her father’s firm. The bright red and sleek sporty lines of her car thrilled her. Further impressed with how quickly it responded to the slightest turn of the wheel, there was no talking her out of this selection. Grant had given way. He had no claims on what she bought—yet.

Returning to reality, Kate’s sigh resounded in the small interior. She needed a mate who could appreciate her untamed spirit; someone who challenged her; someone who could give her the most prized possession of all—the freedom to be herself.

Kate passed through several small coastal communities with relative ease, then she noticed the drops on the windshield appeared larger and more frequent. She had to be careful to avoid puddles whose accumulation could cause the car to hydroplane. Late January always brought a midwinter thaw to the province. Freezing rain perpetually turned the splendor of white carpeting into a flood of icy, dirty sludge—just like today.

She notched up the wipers’ speed.

Taking off like this could be one of my worst mistakes ever, but I should be feeling joy in getting married, not sadness and certainly not despair. “I hope the road as far as the Salmon River House Country Inn is clear,” she said to the air, then felt sheepish at talking to herself.

Bride-To-Be On The Run! The headlines, blazoned in red in the Halifax Chronicle-Herald, screamed out in her imagination. She laughed, knowing it wasn’t a possibility. She would explain openly and honestly to everyone invited to her wedding, if the ceremony failed to take place.

Kate’s car hugged the road, skirting the coves and inlets of the rugged Nova Scotia coast. She tried to visualize the inn, which she and Grant had discovered while going to a beach along Marine Drive. Nestled neatly among trees by the bridge over the Salmon River, its homey country charm and great view of the ocean had beckoned to her then. But Grant would stop only for coffee.

Now, more than ever, the inn’s turn-of-the-century lure summoned her to its protection. Viewed in the morning, from the safety and warmth of a bedroom, the storm-tossed waves crashing against the land would drown the turmoil she felt now. Time spent there would surely give her a better perspective.

She planned to call home as soon as she checked in. With Ellen’s prior warning, her father should be willing to placate her mother. He always had found ways of doing so before this episode. All she needed was to accept her mother’s usual simmering wrath. Kate could hear her already: “I told you to be certain before we made wedding plans!”

Kate winced at her devious action. This time it caused more than a bit of guilt, but if she had confronted her mother face to face, Kate would have been in a losing battle. Sophia McTavish was known for her strong will.

The splotches on the windshield multiplied and turned to noisy clusters of white. Kate shifted the heater on full and slowed her speed. I’d forgotten how narrow and winding this road is. Her hands gripped the wheel tighter; her eyes narrowed as they followed the centerline.

She had chosen this populated coastal road, rather than the open highway, with the idea that houses ribboning her journey would provide a measure of security. She couldn’t even see them now. The inn was only forty-five minutes from Halifax. She glanced at the LEDs of the dash’s digital clock. She hadn’t paid attention to the time, but now realized she’d been on the road over an hour. In the worsening weather, every twist in her path slowed her down and jacked up her tension.

Ice pellets slammed the windshield, resounding like fistfuls of gravel against a brick wall. At each sweep of the blades, the car wipers balked. Kate squinted and clenched her teeth. She couldn’t turn back—what would be the point? And if she stopped, she’d be alone for who knew how long?

Once she rounded another slippery bend, she spied the aura of glowing lights framing a restaurant sign. Peering intently toward the small building, she noted a large transport truck and a couple of cars parked in the yard. Seeking respite, she turned the wheel and drove down a slope to the parking lot. A bite to eat would settle her squeamish stomach; a hot drink would calm her worries.

Thankful to get out of her isolation, even in the midst of ice-peppered gusts, she covered her head with the hood of her brown, goose-down jacket. Bracing against the hail, she raced to the door. Upon entering, she sniffed the aroma of hamburgers and fries, then stamped the ice kernels from her feet.

The restaurant’s cheery red and white decor injected vitality into her stiff shoulders and tired back muscles. Conscious of her nerves working overtime, she hurried to the ladies restroom at the back and used the facilities. As she washed her hands she glanced in the mirror and saw the beginning of a smile of satisfaction in a face that hadn’t shown more than a scowl, lately. The widening grin added a new dimension to the frizzy redhead staring back at her.

Kate primped as she looked at herself. She liked to make the most of what she had: a smooth complexion, though dotted with irascible freckles, one of the banes of her life—the other being her mother. Kate had a knack for selecting the right shade of mascara to bring out the dark mink-like shade of her eyes. Today she’d used no makeup; freedom was the plan. Until tonight’s party when her French roll would have exuded a false sophistication.

Kate studied the long, curled lashes rimming her curious almond-shaped eyes. They didn’t blink, bearing witness to her resolve. After a deep sigh, she freshened her lips with a new coral lipstick, pushed her long bangs off to the side and walked out to a red vinyl booth at the front window.

A middle-aged couple at a center table chatted amicably with a lone man on a stool at the counter. After taking a minute to stare and nod at her, they returned to discussing the storm as if it were the highlight of their life. The burly fellow, whom she surmised must be the truck’s driver, remarked on the poor conditions on the road behind him, pointing in the direction she was going. Her ears perked up.

“I was plannin’ on reachin’ Halifax tonight, Millie,” he said to the waitress, “but I think I’d better stop. I can sleep in the truck.”

“I just came from Halifax,” Kate piped up. “The slush is building.”

“Then that cinches it. The truck it will be. Where are you headed?”

“To the inn up the road. Think I can make it okay?”

“The roads aren’t safe for man or beast, but it’s only a short distance. Sure you can. It’s worse where there’s a break in the trees’ protection and the wind blows in from the water. Keep a steady foot on the accelerator and you should make it all right.” He winked at Millie. “Serve the lady some of that stuff you call coffee right away. It’s strong enough for rocket fuel if her vehicle can’t make it.”

“Just what I need.” Kate wiggled out of her jacket.

Millie slapped his hand, grinned, and approached Kate with a mug and a pot of steaming coffee. “This is rough weather to be out and about.”

“I have a reservation at the Salmon River House. Exactly how much farther is it?” Kate asked, before she took the first welcome sip.

“About a mile down the road. You should be able to make it okay if you drive—”

“Watch out for patches of black ice,” the trucker interrupted. “They’re treacherous. Twice, my big rig nearly slid off the road.”

“I was hoping it would stop sleeting while I’m in here. The radio announcer said the storm was over.”

“Yeah, well have I got news for him.” The truck driver pointed out the window. “Our weather is different from what them city folks get.”

“I needed this break from driving, but I won’t take time to eat. I booked a room this afternoon when the forecast called for clearing weather. I would have canceled if I’d known it was going to be this bad.” She doubted she would have dropped her flight to freedom, just gone somewhere in the city and bypassed the inn’s captivation.

“Well, if Jim says the road is dangerous, it is,” Millie agreed, “but as the storm progresses, it’ll be as bad going back toward the city.”

“Do you think a salt truck might come along soon?” Kate asked.

“I think they’ll concentrate on the main highway,” Millie replied. “It could be some time before they come through here. We don’t count for much attention. We didn’t vote right.”

An undisciplined groan escaped Kate’s lips. “Then I don’t have a choice. I have to get to the inn.”

“You aren’t apt to meet much traffic so that’s in your favor,” the trucker said. “Try and stay in my wheel tracks. They’ll give you added traction.”

“I’ll do that.” Kate sipped her drink quickly, taking time to enjoy the heat seeping through her body. She kept her eye on the restaurant sign swaying belligerently in the tempest. She felt heartened when the man and woman didn’t seem in a hurry to leave, but then she learned from their conversation that they lived next door.

The hail pounding the windowpanes convinced her she was wasting precious time. Hunched against the bombarding blasts, she trudged to her car and revved up the engine. When she got out and scraped the windshield, her body chilled to the bone.

The accumulation of crystalline snow made for a slippery surface on everything it touched. The car’s tires had trouble getting up the incline. Kate hooted in triumph when the Mustang crested onto the road. As she continued on, using low beams to see through the precipitation, she noticed how easily the vehicle slid if she touched her brakes. She made a mental note to carry bags of sand in her trunk the next time she ventured out. Maybe I should have bought a heavier car, she mused. Since he didn’t like my choice, wouldn’t Grant love to hear me say that?

The blinding hail obscured the roadway. With the centerline no longer visible, she had only the slight indentation of the truck’s tire tracks to follow, but they quickly disappeared. Without house lights for a guide, she felt like she’d been cast adrift from humanity. The warmth from the heater helped fight off panic. Kate vaguely remembered the road in this area swung away from the water and like the trucker said, would be easier to navigate.

I should be there by now, even at this slow pace. I must be on top of the inn. The waitress could have been wrong in the mileage.

Her nerves taut to the limit, Kate picked up her speed, anxious to get to her refuge. The Mustang rebelled, skidding at each turn of the wheel. The road narrowed. A sharp curve ahead loomed at the tip of her headlights. Kate instinctively jammed the brake pedal to the floor. The car shuddered as it had on the bridge, then swerved across the road where it hit a depression on the road’s shoulder. Kate turned the wheel sharply and gunned the engine to avoid being pulled into the ditch. Overcompensated, the car skidded toward the opposite side of the road. As if a giant animal clawed at the vehicle, the car slewed sideways, going airborne. Into the darkness.

Above the volley of ice pellets Kate heard a piercing scream, smashing glass, and crunching metal. Then she heard no more.
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Dayton Deveraux stretched his gray, woolen-socked feet on his black leather La-Z-Boy’s footrest and relaxed. “Ah,” he sighed, looking down at his dog, Duke. “The heat from the fireplace sure feels good.”

He added a shot of rum to his hot toddy, sipped a mouthful and set the mug on a stand at his elbow. Dayton opened to the bookmarked last chapter of Tom Clancy’s latest novel. Holding his book in one hand, he turned up the flame in the kerosene lamp, then picked up where he had stopped reading the previous night. Life didn’t get much better than this.

He glanced at the window when distracted by a tree branch scrubbing against a shutter. Storms were not unexpected at this time of year and neither was the power outage. Regardless of the blustery night, he was glad he had lived on the Eastern Shore region all of his thirty-two years. Snug and warm while the weather raged outside, he settled down to steep in the luxury of his completed renovations. The wind and hail slammed against the windowpanes with more force than he’d heard for a long time.

In the solitude of his home he was secure, his mind finally at peace. The carpentry required to remodel the place had occupied his hands and mind in his spare time for weeks. He’d had no time for recriminations. He could now bask in the fruits of his work, his misery behind him.

“What do you think, Duke? Isn’t this the best place to live?”

His favorite and only companion of late was a big German shepherd with soft, brown eyes that sharpened their intensity when he looked up from the floor. Duke blinked in response, then laid his head back down between his paws.

“Ah... Duke, you’ve got to warm up to me soon. I did the best I could. At some point you’ll realize that. I’m sure glad I took the weatherman at his word and let everyone at the plant leave early, boy. Anyone driving tonight would be risking their stupid neck.”

Dayton had left with his employees and was in the place he most wanted to be: home and alone. Never again would he let himself get whittled down by someone else, especially a temperamental redhead, no matter how strong the pull. He grinned at the canine’s inquisitive gaze and bent down to scratch Duke under one ear. “It’s just you and me. That’s the way it’ll stay.”

As a child he’d loved to whittle sticks, and now he had a good idea of how the wood would feel if it were alive: belittled one strip at a time. Still, he’d whittled this house into shape, and it had been constructive.

His parents would be proud, had they lived to see the changes he’d made. Without losing the charm of the old homestead, he’d opened up much of the beauty hidden within its walls, revealing heavy oak beams and sturdy oak posts. He’d even found writing on some of the supports penciled there by the original builder—his seafaring grandfather.

After he finished the book, Dayton lit a second kerosene lamp on the mantel and carried it to the kitchen. His roast beef dinner smelled delicious when he opened the wood stove’s oven. He returned to the living room and placed his meal on the coffee table, then set the lamp on a shelf near the front window.

His eyes following his master, Duke rose and nonchalantly sauntered to the sofa. He plunked his rump close enough to get a good whiff of the food.

“Duke, you know better than that.”

Duke looked down at the floor, spread his front paws and flattened.

Dayton sat on the sofa thinking how thankful he was that his housekeeper had prepared his dinner before he’d sent her home. No one in the area could make better gravy than Mrs. B., and she’d smothered the meat and vegetables with it. He sighed his appreciation, then stared at his briefcase standing near the front entry wall. The paperwork inside would keep him busy in the same manner as his grandfather years ago—by lamplight. He felt a certain joy in knowing that.

Dayton cut off and tossed several small chunks of meat to Duke. The dog lifted his head, opened his mouth and caught each one without moving off the floor. When he saw no more coming his way, he yawned and stretched, then rose and ambled to the window.

“What’s the trouble, boy? Restless?”

The dog acknowledged Dayton’s voice with a brief glance. As Duke started back, he stopped, perked his ears and whimpered.

“Don’t like the wind howling, eh?”

“Woof,” Duke chuffed in reply.

The glow from the fire cast soothing shadows around the room. Dayton reluctantly left the comfort of his chair and peered out the front window. He saw two small beams of light shining from the direction of the road, but they quickly disappeared. Probably some silly fool turning at the end of the driveway. No one with any sense would be out on a night like this. He returned to his dinner.

Duke didn’t follow him back to the warmth, but instead stood on his hindquarters, his paws on the sill, his nose pressed against the window’s glass. He whimpered again, then wagged his tail. Several quick barks followed.

Dayton looked up, shook his head and finished his mouthful of mashed potatoes. “You’re starting to annoy me, boy.” He tipped his mug to Duke and drank the rest of his toddy. He was about to fork in another bite of meat when Duke increased the pitch and frequency of his bark. With a disapproving groan, Dayton strode back to the window.

“What is it, boy? What do you see?” As he looked toward the driveway, a stationary, single beam of light, near the same spot as before, lasered through the trees. Reluctant to face the rigors of the night, he nevertheless motioned to the shepherd. “Okay, Duke, guess we better investigate.”

Dayton pulled his parka from the coat rack, put on his felt-lined winter boots and yanked the door open. Duke dashed into the night before Dayton could stop him. “Duke! Go easy on the idiot out there.”

Another glance outside persuaded Dayton to grab his waterproof poncho and a flashlight from the front closet. Several flicks of the flashlight’s switch proved his suspicion: dead batteries. It took him a few minutes to find and insert replacements from the top shelf. As he left the house, he noticed the light in the distance still shone brightly.

On his run down the driveway, he slid in the slush but managed to stay upright. As he neared the end, he could see a headlight shining. Might be a motorcycle. He stopped short when he saw a wire dancing on the ground, sparks snapping from its severed end.

Dayton squinted against the raw wind and peered beyond the danger. He detected the faint outline of a small car just behind the downed power line. He edged around the slithering electric snake and made his way toward the dark shadow in the driver’s seat. Duke barked and pounced against the driver’s door. “Get down, Duke!” he yelled. “You’ll scare the guy.”

~ * ~
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KATE’S CHEEKS BURNED from the sting of ice pellets entering the car through the gaping windshield. Rivulets of water trailed down her skin and helped revive her. She had the presence of mind to keep her head firmly fixed against the headrest, her body held in place by the seat belt’s compressing hug.

As she shivered from shock and cold, the headlight’s beam allowed her to see the car’s dash and a short distance in front of the vehicle. She concentrated on breathing deeply, expelling her breath in long wisps of white vapor.

Kate reached up and gently felt for the source of the throbbing pain on one side of her forehead. Warm liquid oozed through her fingers—she assumed it was blood. Her last memories were of a curve in the road, then soaring into oblivion. How long had she been here? Minutes? Hours? She saw no semblance of a clock amidst the damage. A guttural moan penetrated the air. She hardly recognized it as her own.

Her mind gradually cleared, but she had no idea where she was in relation to the highway. Visions of the inn flashed and faded. She calmed herself to analyze her predicament.

Because she had moved her left arm, she could check off that part of her anatomy as intact, but the tenderness on her brow and flow of moisture indicated an injury. How serious? Impossible to tell. She could see that the roof above her head had caved inward—the probable cause of her pain. What if I have a broken neck or spine? I could be paralyzed if I move. She tried to stop her teeth from chattering—and failed.

A hiss of steam from under the crumpled hood punctuated her danger. Her fingers rattled the door handle, but it broke off and fell to the floor. She felt a momentary gratitude when the heavy precipitation ended abruptly.

Gusts of wind sent ice crystals flying off the trees to invade her small space. The faint smell of a home fire lifted her spirit. How near was the house? There was no way to know. She discovered a weight on her stomach wasn’t due just to the tightness of the seat belt. The steering wheel had jammed against her. The wheel’s positional lever refused to respond to her touch.

Where’s the damn air bag that’s supposed to buffer the impact? Then she remembered hounding a mechanic friend to disconnect it when the local news reported on the large number of injuries they caused. She reached down at her side as far as she dared move but couldn’t touch the seat control. She was stuck in her present position: spine straight, state of abdomen unknown.

“Is anyone out there? Help!” She called out repeatedly, then listened. Nothing but the wind answered her urgent pleas. What do I do now? Sensible people are home toasty warm. Why was I so reckless? Why didn’t I wait until tomorrow to leave? She already knew the answer.

Harping at myself isn’t going to get me out of here. She regulated her breathing to normal. Ever so slowly she moved her right arm, thankful to find it wasn’t broken. Then she thought of the car’s horn. If the horn worked, it would bring attention faster than a weak voice lost in the night.

Kate squeezed her hand between her chest and the steering wheel, locating the button on the cross bar. She pushed. The horn didn’t work. Kate pushed it several times, but its refusal to blow cut to the quick.

Near despair, she stared at the dash. The radio had gone the way of the clock, leaving her with only two communication options: her voice and the headlight. She had to conserve her energy and only use her voice sporadically. The fact she could keep her wits and make a decision like that gave her encouragement.

She stared straight ahead. The headlight outlined a spooky dance by ghostly ice-laden trees as the wind whipped their slender limbs. I should turn off the light. No. That’s my only contact with the outside world. I’m going to chance it and leave the headlight on. But can the battery last until daylight?

A tickling trail of fresh moisture flowed from her temple, signaling a renewed gush of blood. Her uneasiness mounted. I might not make it until daylight. How long does it take to bleed to death or die of exposure? My life and death issues sure make my marriage woes seem trivial. Helplessness has never been part of my psyche and I won’t give up now. There has to be something I can do. Think, Kate, think!

She struggled with dizzying waves of nausea, part of her wanting to sleep it off, the other, more intelligent part, urging her to stay alert. How long did she have before the cold and dampness caused hypothermia? With hypothermia, one didn’t think rationally. When she realized her questions had to do with time, not escape, she felt she still had control. She just had to refocus because time was her worst enemy; escape meant salvation.

Kate groped for the seat belt clasp, but her cold fingers didn’t have strength to release the catch. She blew on her hands hoping the warmth of her breath would end their stiffness, but they seemed as locked as the fastener and just as determined not to aid her.

With her hands and arms the only movable body parts she’d discovered so far, she wiggled her toes. Wrinkling her nose as she waited for excruciating pain, she felt relieved when nothing hurt. She felt her thighs. No pain there either. She moved her legs slightly, one at a time. Relief returned with the movement.

Kate’s shivering gradually increased—no doubt due to her nerves coming into play the longer she remained trapped. She forced herself to think of happy times to bolster her mental stability. She tried making promises to be less impulsive. She tried picturing her parents’ faces, but that was a washout. All she could see was the anger in their eyes when they learned what she had done. Her voice shook so badly when she attempted to sing, she gave up. Then she prayed.

She had done everything she could think of and was weakening. Lost in a strange hazy glow of acceptance, her eyes partially closed. The man of her dreams wandered into her mind’s eye.

After all these years of thinking about him, he remained an illusion—a dream rescuer that at times had seemed so real she could reach out and touch his smooth cheeks, and feel his sweet, minty breath on her skin. And oh his cologne always smelled so seductive. But he couldn’t help her here. If only she could have conjured up his face.

Through the cold she thought she heard a dog’s bark. Listening intently, she heard it again, closer this time, then closer still. And a voice! Her life forces tuned up almost every sense in her numbed body.

The taste of fear and excessive shouting had dried her mouth and throat; now she could barely squeak when she tried to yell. The approaching bark gave no warning of the size behind the racket until a black monster bounded from the trees.

A huge German shepherd lunged to her side of the car. The animal’s glistening eyes radiated excitement at finding a stranger in its territory. The dog placed its paws on the door and peered into the crinkly glass, its nose sniffing through a large puncture about three inches from her cheek. From the corner of her eye she watched its breath mingle with hers, and she caught the scent of its mouth: roast beef.
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Dayton quickly scanned the outside of the vehicle checking for a gas leak, relieved when he found none. He moved to the front of the car on the driver’s side and peeked in the opening created by the blown-out windshield. A dark figure took human shape and gasped, but it didn’t move. A hood hid the driver’s face.

“Back off, Duke,” Dayton ordered. He wondered why the air bag hadn’t inflated. “Hey, man, are you all right?” Reaching inside, he gently pushed the hood back from the victim’s forehead. The driver squinted against the blinding light. Blood dripped in a slow, jagged trickle down the side of her cheek.

“Miss? Are you okay?”

Dayton waved his flashlight around the interior looking for other occupants. When he found she was alone, he shifted his attention back to her. She turned her gaze from his light, but when he lowered it, she looked at him without moving her head. Terror filled her eyes. The ferocity of Duke’s bark combined with the sight of a man dressed in dark, oversized rain garb must have frightened her, he thought. “Duke won’t hurt you; I’m here because of him.”

“I’m n-not afraid of d-dogs.”

“Afraid of me, huh? I don’t bite.” Keeping his voice light, he hoped she couldn’t detect the anxiety churning his stomach. The gas hurdle had been crossed, but he didn’t know her condition and the possibilities worried him. A forced grin stretched wide on his mouth. “You came over the bank?”

Her long lashes lifted; her dark eyes brightened like wind-blown embers. “I flew in by jet.”

He whistled. Even like this, she couldn’t hide the temper that went with the shock of red hair he saw. Considering her predicament, she wasn’t very intelligent to smart-mouth him. Duke barked louder, sensing his master’s irritation. “Quiet, Duke! I’m checking out the wild animal you’ve bagged.”

“I’m sorry. I sounded flip when I only meant to lighten the situation.”

No. It was temper. Redheads are all the same: explosive. She’s smart enough to realize she needs me. He sighed. He didn’t need this. “Rescuers don’t take kindly to sarcasm. Might make them want to run in the opposite direction.”

“Can you keep your dog away?”

“You said you weren’t afraid of dogs.”

“I lied.” Kate gulped in the night’s damp air. “I’m not partial to big ones, and that dog is humongous.”

“I already told you he won’t hurt you.”

~ * ~
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BECAUSE OF HIS THICK, fur-trimmed hood, she couldn’t see the man’s face. Why could she smell a fishy odor here amongst the trees? A wharf nearby, maybe?

“Can you help me?” she croaked, struggling to speak in her normal tone without dissolving into a pathetic exhibition of sobs. The touch of his finger on her forehead hurt. Distracted by the narrow shaft of light darting across the dash and around the inside of the vehicle again, she added, “I swerved off the road. I came through the air like a jet.”

His husky male voice exuded strength. “Miss, are you hurt anywhere besides your forehead?”

“I d-don’t k-know—my arms and legs are okay, but I’m trapped by the wheel. The seat won’t go back; I can’t get out! I haven’t dared move my neck or back.” Her chattering teeth interfered with her speech. “My head hurts l-like hell, and I can feel b-blood dribbling down my face.” Her hand automatically moved to her temple, as if he needed proof. She winced when her fingers grazed a lump. She immediately let them fall back to her thigh, wet and sticky. “Please, will you call an ambulance?”

“I can’t. It wouldn’t help even if my cell phone weren’t dead. I heard on my Jeep’s radio that trees have fallen on power and phone lines all over the area. The RCMP ordered all vehicles off the road. Didn’t you hear the broadcasts?”

“Oh, damn. No! I’m in big trouble then.”

“You have no trouble communicating with me; your situation isn’t all bad.”

“I’m kinda woozy. I’m d-doing my best to stay c-conscious. I’m cold.”

“I can do something about that; then I’ll see about getting you out.” He tore off his rain cape and tucked it snugly around her.

“I may not have a lot of time; I could freeze to death.”

“It’s cold, but not as bad as last week. Do you always look on the bad side?”

Kate felt her temperature rise. Panic or irritation? She said the first thing that came to mind. “You’re kind of judgmental, aren’t you?”

“And you’re kind of lacking smarts. Better be nice to the only one here to help.”

“You can’t be real. You’re another figment of my overactive imagination—a snarky one at that.” Silence. “Have you lost your voice?” she asked, her own voice stronger.

“Your door is badly damaged. Wait until I see if I can open it.” She felt the car shudder as he pulled at the door. “Nope, can’t budge it.”

She raised a hand to the side window, but didn’t touch it for fear of getting cut. “I thought car windows were break-proof? This one has a big hole in it.”

“Side windows are made of tempered safety glass. If they break, the glass crumbles into pebbles instead of sharp jagged pieces. Something must have pierced it on your way down. That accounts for the glass on the dash but you have a few cuts on your face. They don’t look too deep though, except for that one on your forehead.” He slipped out of her viewing range.

“Hello? Where’d you go?”

“Hold on.” His words sounded hollow and came from under the car. “I’m checking again for a gas leak, just in case. I don’t see any signs of it, but I think we’d better hurry and get you out of here.” He soon stood next to her window. “You’re lucky the gas tank didn’t rupture.”

Kate’s teeth bit into her lip. She dug her shaky fingers into her palms in an effort to stifle her fear. The danger of an explosion hadn’t entered her mind once she figured out the fume in front of her was steam from the radiator. Now a viselike grip seized her chest and quickly tightened. Her heartbeats sounded like bongos drumming in her ears. If she didn’t gain control of herself, she’d make things worse. She thought of her Tai Chi class instructions and monitored her breathing to a slow steady intake and expulsion of air.

She listened to the man slosh his way around the two-door vehicle. The appearance of his opaque form in the passenger side window, followed by the crash of the car’s jack through the shattered glass, could have been a scene straight from a horror film. The door groaned and creaked as he reached in and unlocked it, then wrenched it open. He climbed into the bucket seat beside her. The stench of fish was powerful. “I smell fish.”

“Oops, sorry. I work at a fish plant down the road. With the power out I didn’t shower when I came home.”

When he spoke, she got an instant nose full of rum. Must have been ninety proof. The new smell temporarily overpowered the first.

“Whew! Your car’s a total write-off. It must have rolled at least once, maybe more. Most of the roof is smashed into the rear seat. There’s metal spread all over my yard. You’ve got enough dents to hold the Atlantic. You’re lucky to smell anything.”

Strange, but his use of the word, “lucky,” twice, calmed her. Whoever he was, he was going to help. She’d watch her lip.

“The steering column has me pinned. I don’t know what’ll happen if I move from under it.” She wiped her eye.

“Don’t fold on me now. Did you try to move the seat back?”

“Yes, but I can’t reach the control.”

“A suitcase wedged behind you prevents it from rolling back. I’ll have to get the luggage out of there.”

“Okay.” All she could see of him from her side view was his imposing build. She couldn’t afford to be frightened of him and that itself presented a challenge.

“What’s your name, Miss?” His voice was velvety and gentle, close to her ear as he reached over the seat.

“I’m K-Katie McTavish, from Halifax. I’m supposed to be getting m-married the day after tomorrow. This sure puts a damper on things.” She looked at her sapphire ring as it sparkled in the available light. Then she slid her hand down by her side. Why had she introduced herself by that nickname? She hadn’t been called Katie since elementary school by anyone other than her father. I’m losing my grip; I just know it.

“Dayton Deveraux here; you’ve landed in my driveway.” Dayton shifted onto his knees and leaned over the seat, keeping his head low to avoid the roof. She could hear his heavy breathing as he ducked. He groaned and she surmised he had released the suitcase.

“The damn thing is holding fast. But I don’t think I better remove it just yet. We need to factor in any injuries.”

She heard his deep sigh. Probably an old fisherman on his way to being drunk—someone who disliked the outside world intruding on his life. Her stomach always rebelled at fishy smells when she walked along the docks; and now, with the smell of liquor added, it was protesting with strength.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Nerves or maybe hypothermia. After I get you free, I’ll take you up to the house to get warm.”

“Look, if I sounded cranky before, I apologize.”

“No problem. People often get rude when they’re upset.”

“I’m not rude and I’m not upset.”

“Have it your way.”

“I wish I could. I’d be outta here so fast.”

He cleared his throat and slid down beside her. His voice softened, he said, “Okay, Katie McTavish, before I get the suitcase out and move you, I better check for injuries. Do you follow me?” She blinked hard to acknowledge his question. “I don’t want you going into shock if something hurts when I move you, so keep talking.”

“Talk? Do you know how rambling I can be? I drive my parents mad by telling them more than they want to know.”

“Suppose you tell me about yourself, not dish out gibberish like you would with them.”

“Pardon? I don’t dish out gib—” She bit her tongue.

“Where would a girl, who’s getting married in two days, be going with a suitcase?”

“Ah... well, I was taking a break from the hubbub at home...” A long pause ensued. She became aware of another shift in his position that had him facing her so close she was sure she’d become intoxicated if she breathed in deep. When he moved his face away, the rank fish odor conquered the liquor’s pungency. Her mind’s eye pictured a drunk shark swimming in erratic circles.

Clearly, she couldn’t think straight. She was upset like he said. He was contributing to it. She had to put her mind in an impersonal mode and not take offense at what he said. This touchy escapee from a fish tank had no need to know much about her.

“I’m an investment counselor. I work for my father’s firm.”

As much as she tried to divert her thoughts, the words thickened in her mouth with the contemplation of this stranger with the sexy voice touching her anywhere. She saw his point that he dare not move her without certainty that her spinal column was intact, so she tried to put her modesty aside.

To postpone his touching her as much as possible, she tried to pull her soaked down jacket out from its entrapment. It wouldn’t pull free no matter how hard she jerked.

Dayton saw her struggle. He brushed her hand aside and worked her jacket loose from the wheel’s grasp. Their noses grazed in the close contact. A swish of the zipper’s unfastening sent pinpricks to her toes. Kate glanced away when he looked up in triumph.

An uneasy silence graced the inside of the car. She gathered her courage and finally faced him. Heat flamed up her neck as she did so. He hadn’t even begun to invade her person and she was quivering like a hormonal teenager. The darkness that formerly hid her despair now hid her embarrassment.

“Talk and make this easier on both of us. I’ll do it quickly.”

This was a chore for him? “I-I started working for Dad right after I graduated f-from Dal.” Her mind numbed, so did her tongue. Her nose sure worked well, though. She’d have to get use to the smell. Why couldn’t he have been wearing her favorite’s man’s cologne? Because he wasn’t the hero she’d dreamt, though she had to admit, if he got her to safety, she’d let him have hero status.

His hands gently cupped her neck, his fingers probing her vertebrae with caution. The smooth touch of his thumbs on her throat tightened certain body muscles. Muscles that existed low in her body.

“You could do with a visit to a masseuse. Your neck is knotted at the base and that’s not from the accident.”

“Ah... pre-wedding tension.”

“If hooking a guy affects you this much, maybe the groom-to-be should be let loose.”

“I beg your pardon?”

His fingers moved rapidly downward, stroking and squeezing along her shoulders exposed by the low-neck sweater she wore. Her tongue swiped her lips to combat the dryness. “My arms are okay, I told you.”

“I’m checking everything. Look on me as a car mechanic.”

“My arms are lubricated and operational; hands off. By the way, I didn’t hook my fiancé. He netted me.”

“I see.” Dayton shifted his weight back on his haunches and pulled her sweater from the waistband of her jeans.

The cold wheel against her midriff shocked her body into goose flesh. Or were they due to his actions? Her breath caught as she tried to push herself back from his hands. “You can grope over my sweater.”

“Relax. I’m not trying to be fresh. I’m going to check your back by reaching up from your waist. I’ve got to speed this up and get you to warmth. The back of your seat is slashed in several places. If I feel along your skin, I can check for cuts or a disc out of place. Speak out if it hurts.” Her sigh of surrender raised his eyebrow. “If I’m bothering you, I can go back to my house and finish my cold dinner.”

“No! Please! I’m sorry! Yeesh! Go on.”

“Tell me if you can feel my fingers.”

She held her breath and waited for the pressure, expecting pain. His arms on each side of her, he eased his hands to the top of her spine and pressed. When his touch came, it was surprisingly warm and delicious. She could feel every tender movement as his fingers crept down several inches. “Wait!”
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At Kate’s sharp order, a chill crossed Dayton’s back. Had he caused her pain? The car’s seat lightened when he teetered back on his heels. His eyes strained through the dimness.

“Something hurts?” he asked.

“No. But I want to take a deep breath in case it does as you go lower.”

“Whew! Don’t scare me like that!” When he brushed the back of his hand across his forehead, he noticed moisture gathered there. Sweat from his nerves or running droplets from the weather? Whatever the cause he became edgy and snapped, “Take your deep breath, but be quick about it.”

“Sorry.”

With the ensuing silence, he assumed she had dragged in her lungs’ fill of air. He held his breath as he’d been doing in spurts. The sight of her red hair had thrown his nerves off balance. Reminders of his redheaded ex-fiancée always made his temper rise. This injured girl’s snippy retorts brought out the worst in him because it was the pattern Miranda had followed. He’d no longer tolerate it.

Still, he knew Katie was tuned into expecting a great deal of pain. He tried to switch to an authoritative, detached, management mode. It became impossible. She wasn’t emaciated like most young women who prided themselves on a bony slimness. This girl ate well. He intended his touch to be a brief skim of his fingers along her spine. Stiff as she was, he took time to be extra gentle. His restraint proved his undoing. Her chin nestled against his shoulder, her silky smooth skin under his questing fingers battered him with longings better left forgotten.

Damn Miranda. She’d ruined him before he’d had the sense to break free. And damn this trapped disaster for turning the screws back in. His obsession for governing his life with logic at the cost of his physical needs was going down to defeat because of Katie’s soft flesh.

His relationship with Miranda had been founded on a tradeoff. She had enjoyed the luxuries he provided and had been passionate in return, when the mood struck. He’d been a fool until he figured out her trade was also going elsewhere. What was wrong with him? Hadn’t he learned anything? He squinted to hide a frown. Finally he reached just above Katie’s tailbone. “Okay, see if you can shift your back a little.”
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