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            To my sister, Erin Romero.

            Sisters really do make the best friends.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Nothing says Merry Christmas like your mother pimping you out at your brother’s engagement party.

         Julia Noble tapped her fingers against the arm of her wheelchair and gazed up to get a look-see at eligible bachelor number seven. Turned out she didn’t have to look up at all. Lucky Number Seven stood about the same height as her. And she was sitting in her wheelchair.

         “It is an honor to see you again, Julia,” Lucky Seven articulated with the precision of an orator. “You look simply exquisite.”

         Aw, hell. He’d been practicing. Probably in the mirror, the poor bastard. He obviously spent a good portion of his life in front of the mirror, slicking back that black hair, plucking his eyebrows, most likely, which were shaped better than hers. And how long had it taken him to perfect that stance? Strutting his chest, as though that would somehow make up for what he lacked in vertical prowess. So tragic. Another victim of short man’s syndrome.

         “You remember Theodore Mosley, darling, don’t you?” Mother nudged her shoulder with a measured desperation. They’d been through this same song and dance six times tonight and so far Julia had managed to send every one of the eligible bachelors her mother had paraded in front of her running for cover.

         A sigh billowed. On a normal evening, she loved coming to the Walker Mountain Ranch for dinners and parties. The owners, Bryce and Avery Walker, always hosted the best events and made everyone who attended feel like part of their family. Bryce and her brother, Ben, had been best friends since college, and when she’d moved in with Ben and Paige a couple of months ago, she felt like she’d become a sister to all of them. Their lodge was a place people built happy memories.

         She looked around. Case in point, most everyone was now both tipsy and uninhibited enough to start dancing over by the massive river rock fireplace that centered the great room. A gigantic antler chandelier dangled above, giving the room an ambient glow, while a fire crackled from behind fragmented glass. Next to the fireplace, a 25-foot Christmas tree towered over them, twinkling with holiday charm. Garlands draped along the wooden beams overhead, accented with pinecones and holly. Outside of the enormous windows, fat snowflakes fell, soft and fluffy, making it look like the ranch’s great room stood in the center of a magical snow globe.

         Laughter erupted near the fireplace, snagging Julia’s attention away from Theo. Ben and his fiancé, Paige, were doing some horrible version of a two-step. Not far away, Bryce and Avery Walker danced like they were competing in a professional competition, spinning and dipping. Most of the other guests had formed a circle around the four of them, clapping their hands, whooping and hollering like it was a bull riding competition. Julia would be over there right now, too, maneuvering the wheels of her chair in dizzying circles, if Mother wasn’t blocking her way, trying to force her into an arranged marriage.

         “Julia…” Theo—Lucky Seven—took her hand. His skin was irritatingly smooth and soft for a man’s. She wasn’t one to judge, but a man with no calluses? Creepy.

         “I would be honored to take you out to dinner. The day after the wedding, perhaps? Er…uh…if that will work with your schedule.” A nervous sheen of sweat glazed the pale skin on his forehead. “Anywhere you would like to go. Price is no object.”

         How many times had he used that line, she couldn’t help but wonder. Apparently it’d never worked for him, seeing as how he seemed the slightest bit desperate. It wouldn’t work tonight, either. Because she wouldn’t be here the day after the wedding. She’d be free and clear, headed straight for a new life all by herself. If those dog trainers would ever call her back, that was.

         That was the last thing she needed to make this new life possible. A trained guide dog that would help her with the tasks she couldn’t always do by herself—the most important one being digging through her closet to find just the right pair of kick-ass shoes. Unlike most women her age, she wasn’t confined to anything sensible or comfortable in the shoe department. Because hell, she didn’t actually have to walk in them. She could wear four-inch stilettos all day and never wince once. When life gives you lemons…buy really awesome shoes. Or something like that.

         “I am also available on Sunday evening,” Lucky Seven went on. “If that would work better for you.”

         Her gaze drifted back to the dance floor where Ben and Paige stared into each other’s eyes like they’d been encased in some fairy-tale world, just the two of them, oblivious to the hundred and fifty others who stood mere feet away. She sighed the same way she always did watching her favorite rom-coms. Three days until their lavish Christmas wedding. Three days until they would say their vows, words that she had no doubt both of them would keep forever.

         They were a beautiful couple, the love between them so deep that it pulled others in. The love she’d once dreamed about sharing with…

         Ach. Stop it. A flash of embarrassment sizzled across her face. She’d given up on that dream a long time ago. Or at least she thought she had.

         But all of this wedding hoopla made it too easy to remember. Yet another reason she had to get out of here.

         She was thrilled for Ben and Paige. So thrilled that she hadn’t wanted to ruin their special week of wedding activities to tell them her secret. After months of planning and applying for jobs and researching, she’d finally decided to take her life into her own hands and move away from her hovering brother and meddling mother for the first time. Last week, the NBC-affiliate station in Dallas had offered her a job as a reporter and, without even a hesitation, she’d accepted. Which meant…she eyed Theo again…she wouldn’t be going on a date with Lucky Number Seven on Sunday. She’d be on an airplane.

         “Julia? Darling?” Mother tapped her shoulder. “Theodore has graciously asked you to dinner.” Her slick red lips stretched into a thin, pleading smile that accented her lovely hawklike eyes. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

         The man’s soft brown eyes widened with an endearing expression of hope.

         And while her mother’s whole scheme was pathetic, Julia did have some compassion. So she mentally wired her jaw shut against the words she really wanted to say.

         She hadn’t thought twice about informing the uber-charming Grayson Wells that his fly was down when Mother had brought him over an hour ago. Like, all the way down. Then she’d casually mentioned that she wasn’t much of a whitey-tidies girl. Really, who would be these days? Especially when those clever underwear designers had introduced boxer briefs? Talk about sexy. But poor Grayson Wells must’ve missed that memo.

         When Mother had paraded Miles Underwood over to her not a half hour later, Julia hadn’t batted an eyelash as she reached for his hand and told him she couldn’t wait to have kids, hopefully at least eight of them, which shouldn’t be a problem, considering she didn’t believe in birth control.

         She didn’t know a man could run that fast in a pair of shiny loafers.

         “Any evening. I will make anything work.” Poor Theo. The words rasped with panic now, like he was standing in the middle of a quickly flooding drainage ditch.

         He’d seemed to get the hint that this wasn’t gonna happen.

         “I’ll be in town for the entire week…”

         She wouldn’t. Because for the first time in her life, she’d be alone. Truly on her own, and she couldn’t wait. Being in an accident at age fifteen had meant that Mother and Ben had made it their life’s mission to take care of her, to drag her wherever they wanted to go, to build a guest house for her wherever they wanted to live. For the first time ever, she’d gotten to decide. She was about to push her wheelchair full throttle and charge into her own future, and she didn’t need a man’s help with that, thank you very much.

         Letting her head tilt to the side, she adopted what she hoped as an appropriately empathetic expression, given the circumstances. “Thank you for asking, Theodore. But I’m afraid I can’t go to dinner with you.”

         It seemed he was trying to be brave, but his mouth tightened and his eyes narrowed.

         “I appreciate the offer,” she went on before the man started to cry. “If I was looking for a date, you’d be the first one I’d call. Really. I’m just happy being single right now.” She wasn’t foolish enough to think she’d ever find what Ben and Paige had. Not with her limitations. And she wouldn’t settle for anything less. A wheelchair made life significantly more complicated, and she didn’t intend to burden anyone else with it. Besides that, she could never love anyone the way she’d loved Isaac.

         Damn it all. There he was again. This wedding crap was making her sappy. Or maybe it was the fact she knew he’d be arriving tomorrow. To be a groomsman. In her brother’s wedding…

         “I understand.” Theo jutted his chest again, at the same time straightening his suit coat. “If you will excuse me, ladies, I could use a drink.” Before he’d finished the sentence, he’d already turned to trudge toward the bar.

         “Honestly, Julia.” Mother collapsed into a chair next to her. “You’re running out of options. Do you know that? Now is not the time to be picky.”

         “I’m not being picky. I’m just not interested in a relationship.” She was happy. Alone, yes. But she’d made her peace with it. So why couldn’t Mother? Unless…

         A grin threatened. Maybe she could help good ol’ Gracie come to terms with it real fast. “Actually, Mother, I think it’s time we had a talk.”

         An icy glare hollowed her mother’s cheeks.

         “It’s high time I told you, after all.” Wrestling back a smile, Julia looked off into the distance, attempting to keep a straight face. “I’m a lesbian.”

         “And I’m Nancy Reagan,” Mother huffed.

         Correction: she wished she was Nancy Reagan.

         “Hey, sis.” Ben swooped in between her and Gracie. For the first time in what felt like hours, Julia actually smiled. God, look at him. She’d never seen her brother so happy. Tears bit at the corners of her eyes. If only Dad were around. Those two had always been so close. Two peas in a pod, everyone called them. Ben looked so much like their father, with that light sandy hair and those hazel eyes. But she’d swear ever since he’d met Paige a light had come on in his eyes and made them shine even more.

         “Everything all good here?” Ben asked, looking back and forth between her and their mother. He always seemed to sense when she needed a break from Gracie. “You look like you could use a drink.” Without waiting for an answer, he dutifully positioned himself behind her chair, even though he knew it would’ve been nothing for her to haul herself over to the bar.

         Another positive about being in a chair—she had some guns on her. She’d never struggled with jiggly triceps syndrome.

         “Is it okay for me to have a drink, Mother?” she asked sweetly. “Or do you have another potential suitor you’d like to throw at me?”

         “I’m trying to help you,” Gracie implored in her dramatic way. “You are a beautiful girl, darling, and you deserve a wonderful man.”

         “She deserves a gin and tonic, if you ask me,” Ben said, steering her away from their mother.

         “Thanks.” She smiled brightly at her brother. “Things were getting dicey.”

         “Yeah. I saw Theodore take off.” He laughed. “I think he hightailed it back to his guest room.”

         “I was nice.” Nicer than she’d been to Miles Underwood or Grayson Wells, anyway.

         Ben ruffled her hair. “None of those morons are good enough for you, J.”

         Yeah, yeah, yeah. According to her brother, no one was good enough for her. But soon she wouldn’t have him around to make that call anymore. A mixture of sadness and excitement swirled in her stomach. She loved Ben. She so appreciated everything he did for her. And she’d miss him. She’d miss Paige.

         But she couldn’t wait to get out of here.

         Ben rolled her close to the bar. “Why don’t you sit on a stool for a while? I’ll park your chair over there.”

         “Sounds good.” Sometimes it was nice to ditch the wheels and sit in a real chair like a normal person. It put her up higher, too, so she could entertain herself by watching the drunk fools dance.

         Ben helped her scoot onto a stool, then maneuvered the chair behind the bar, and poured her a gin and tonic. “So Gracie’s tryin’ to get you hitched again, huh?”

         “You know her.” The woman wouldn’t rest until Julia had a five-carat ring on her finger. Yet another reason for her to move away.

         Sliding the drink across the bar, her brother studied her the way he’d done for years when he was trying to catch her in a lie.

         “J…you’re happy here, right?” he finally asked.

         Uh oh. She sipped the gin and tonic to hide her panic, then swallowed the burn. “Of course I’ve been happy here. Why would you ask?” Did he have telepathic powers or something?

         “You’ve seemed…” He paused as though searching for the right word. “Quiet lately.”

         Yeah, that wasn’t normal for her. The quiet thing. The truth sat muddled in her throat, ready to fly out of her mouth, but she couldn’t tell him right now. It would break his heart, cast a shadow over the wedding. So she shrugged it off. “I’ve been busy. There’s a lot going on.”

         “You’re sure—?”

         “Ben!” Paige frantically waved him over. “Save me from Shooter!” The Walker Mountain Ranch guide, who was supposed to be bartender tonight, spun Paige madly around the dance floor while she fought him off.

         Julia laughed. The woman may be petite, but she was as strong as a fifth of whiskey. Fiercely gorgeous, too, with that wavy auburn hair and those structured model cheekbones. She and Ben were going to make some perfect, cherub babies. At least they’d better because she wanted a whole gaggle of nieces and nephews.

         “Ben!” Paige yelled again, no longer laughing.

         Which meant Julia wouldn’t have to answer his question. Saved by the sis-in-law. “You better go,” she said, pushing him away.

         His steps hesitated. “As long as you’re sure. Everything’s fine.”

         “Everything’s wonderful.” She just couldn’t tell him the real reason why. The dreams she’d given up on were finally coming true. Hopefully, when she told them, they’d be happy for her, too.

         “Ben!”

         “I’m coming, baby!” he called, bounding over to rescue his fiancé. Out on the dance floor, he jabbed Shooter away and captured Paige in his arms, pulling her close. Even from all the way across the room, Julia could see the lovesick grin on his face.

         Resting her chin against a fist, she sipped her drink and watched them sway across the dance floor, staring into each other’s eyes. Ben’s hands cupped Paige’s cheeks and he kissed her with a slow tender warmth that made Julia’s eyes burn again. She shouldn’t be jealous. She wasn’t. But she couldn’t deny that some deep part of her longed to be held that way, too…

         “Mind if I join you?” droned a deep Casanova voice from behind her, completely ruining her moment.

         She squeezed her eyes shut. Seriously? She’d already been hit on by seven men—at her mother’s invitation—how many more eligible bachelors could there possibly be? “Look, buddy…” She turned. Choked on a gasp.

         Isaac Nash.

         Her heart grew wings, fluttering at first, then flapping until her chest ached. It’d been twelve years since she’d seen him. Twelve years since he’d kissed her in his parents’ gazebo during one of the many parties they’d attended together. Twelve years since his father had gone to jail and his family had lost everything.

         Twelve years since he’d up and joined the Navy without saying good-bye.

         Her hands dove for her lap and she clasped them together, trying to wring out the panic.

         In high school he’d been good looking—the classic Texas quarterback. Tall and broad, light sandy hair. Eyes that she swore twinkled when he smiled. But now he was a man. A man who could easily win People’s “Sexiest Man Alive” title…

         “Is this seat taken?” he asked with that southern refinement that’d had her swooning since she was six years old.

         “Uh.” The mad pulsing of her chest had seemed to fry the connection between her brain and her mouth. “No,” she finally managed.

         With comfort and ease, he slid onto the stool and helped himself to a beer from the steel ice tub. “I’m Isaac,” he said, a small smile making magic in his eyes.

         Yes. She was quite aware of that fact. But apparently he didn’t recognize her. Not that he should. The last time he’d seen her, she was lying in a hospital bed half dead. Ben had told her Isaac sat with her all day before he left for boot camp. Of course, she’d been unconscious so she’d have to take his word for it.

         “Are you here with the bride or groom?” he asked when she didn’t say anything.

         “Um.” She wasn’t prepared for this. Not to see Isaac. She knew he was coming, of course, but he wasn’t supposed to be here. Now. She thought she’d be able to avoid him, and yet here he was. Sitting down next to her.

         Hitting on her?

         “I’m here with both the bride and groom, actually.” She forced herself to maintain eye contact. The power of it stirred her up inside. His eyes were such a deep, lovely shade of brown. “What about you?” she asked, straining her throat so she wouldn’t sound so awed by him.

         “Groom.” He nodded toward her brother. “Ben and I go way back.”

         They went way back, too, she was tempted to remind him. She’d been in love with Isaac. She’d loved him the way she’d never loved anyone. And yes, she’d been young, a silly girl back then, but her feelings had run so deep they’d drowned her whenever she saw him. Kind of like they were now.

         She gulped down a swallow of gin and tonic. On a normal night, she didn’t opt for liquid courage, but she was desperate.

         “Great party,” Isaac observed, seemingly unfazed by her silence. He’d always been that way. Confident, comfortable in his own skin. Unlike most of the football players at their prep school, he was nice to everyone. Not just nice. Kind. Maybe that was why her heart had attached itself to his when she was so young. Because she’d recognized a strong tenderness that reminded her of her father.

         “Is it always this cold in Aspen?” The man asked, still making a heroic effort at a real conversation. He’d never been one to give up easily.

         “Only for nine months out of the year,” she answered with what she hoped was an easy smile. “Where are you from?” It came out automatically, even though she knew the answer. She knew everything about him. Or at least she had, back then. They’d grown up together. Isaac’s father had been an oil executive and his family had owned the ranch a few miles away from theirs…

         “Outside of Dallas, originally.” Something dark crossed his face. Someone who hadn’t known him well wouldn’t have noticed because he recovered so quickly. But she’d spent all of those years watching him.

         “I recently got out of the Navy, though,” he said, his smile intact again. “So at the moment, I live in San Diego. What about you? Are you from Aspen?”

         “Um.” God, those eyes made it so hard for her to think a pure thought. “Not originally, but I live here now.”

         He nodded as though prodding her to continue.

         But she couldn’t.

         “What do you do in Aspen?” he prompted.

         That should be an easy one… She surreptitiously pinched her hand so she’d snap out of this trance. “I work for Ben and Paige. At the ranch.” Good. That was good. Her voice had started to calm. “What do you do?”

         “Just getting into freelance security work.”

         Which was another way of saying government contracts. Her chest tensed, that wall around her heart building back up so her body would stop thinking of Isaac as a real possibility. “So you just got out of the Navy, but you want to go back overseas?”

         He shrugged, eyes lowering away from hers. “I’ll have to go back occasionally. On my terms.”

         And that, right there, was why she had to wrangle her heart before it started to beat his name. Last time he left, he hadn’t come back. He hadn’t called. He hadn’t written. He’d completely disappeared from her life. Remember that. She had to remember that.

         “What do you do for Ben and Paige?” he asked as though bored talking about himself.

         Before she could respond, a new song started and Ben waved Isaac over. “Come on, man! Haven’t seen you in a decade and you’re over there sitting in the corner.”

         Reluctantly, Isaac stood. “I guess I should go. Will you come with me? We could dance…”

         Well, this was awkward. She really should’ve told him who she was. But how could she have, when he made it so hard for her to breathe? “No, thanks. I’m happy here.”

         “Come on.” He tugged on her hand. “I won’t step on your feet. I swear.”

         Face flaming, she pulled her hand back. “I can’t dance with you.”

         “Give me one good reason why not,” he said through a smirk that promised she’d never come up with one.

         Little did he know. “I can’t walk,” she informed him. “So I definitely won’t be able to dance with you, Isaac.”

         It must’ve been the way she said his name.

         His face froze into the same look of shock she’d witnessed on many a man’s face when they realized she couldn’t walk.

         “Julia?” It came out as a gasp.

         Ben bounded over, followed by Paige.

         She met her future sister-in-law’s eyes. “Can you get my chair?” So she could escape this whole humiliating scene. It was her fault. She could’ve warned him. She could’ve said, “Hey, Isaac. Good to see you again. It’s Julia. Remember me? Your best friend’s sister? The one who fell in love with you at six years old?” Then he would’ve known. He wouldn’t be standing there gawking at her, his kind eyes crinkled with a blatant pity that consumed all of her in the burn of humiliation. She couldn’t stand him looking at her like that. Not Isaac. He used to grin at her, ruffle her hair, chum around with her like a friend. Now he looked at her like she was weak.

         God, she had to get out of here. “Paige?” she said again, breaking the awkward silence that had settled over their group.

         “Of course I’ll get your chair.” Her sis-in-law hurried behind the bar and pushed over the wheelchair, then helped her scoot into it.

         “Julia…” Isaac didn’t seem to know what else to say.

         “Good to see you again,” she said, reinforcing the words with a strong smile. Because she didn’t need anyone’s pity.

         All she needed was a new start.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         It was the cleavage that had thrown him off.

         Julia Noble didn’t have cleavage when she was fifteen. Isaac lowered his shocked gaze down her body. She didn’t have those curvy hips and long legs either. Back then, she didn’t wear low-cut black cocktail dresses accented with the same lace you’d see on a high-end teddy, and black, strappy fuck me heels, either.

         Now that she’d revealed herself, it was obvious. How could he have missed it? The shining dark hair that fell in soft waves at her shoulders. The captivating smile that prodded dimples into her cheeks and sent a love for life blaring out of her exotically brown eyes. Holy shit. Julia. How could he not have recognized her?

         Probably because he still thought of her as the broken girl he’d seen lying in that hospital bed the day before he’d joined up.

         But Julia was not a girl anymore. She was a woman. The kind of woman he’d hit on. The kind of woman he’d be mighty tempted to sleep with…

         “So it was nice seeing you and everything, Isaac,” she chirped in the same bubbly voice that had landed her a spot on the cheerleading squad freshman year. She maneuvered her chair around his toes. “I think I’ll head up to bed now. Got a big day tomorrow.”

         Without giving him a chance to respond, to untangle the words that had twisted up in his brain, she shot toward the door like she was competing for gold in the Paralympics.

         How did…? When did…? What the hell just happened?

         “Come on, man.” Ben jerked him toward the dance floor, where a mob of people were doing some lame line dance that he must’ve missed out on being stationed in the Middle East for the last decade of his life…

         He ripped away from Ben and stared at the hallway where Julia had disappeared. “I can’t believe that was Julia.” The shock of it—of seeing her—still sent currents ripping through him. “She looks so different.” So different, he’d made a pass at her. When he saw her sitting there, he figured the woman was the only other person in the room not dancing, so the two of them might as well talk. Now he knew why she wasn’t dancing.

         “You didn’t recognize her?” Ben asked through a sloppy grin. “And here I thought you two were over there catching up.”

         “No.” She’d hardly said two words to him. He’d assumed the woman was just shy. Why didn’t she tell him the truth? Why’d she sit there and let him make small talk? “I asked her to dance,” he said in disbelief. Damn. He slapped a hand into his forehead and swiped it down his face. What an ass…

         That got Ben’s attention. His friend gave him an elbow to the ribs. “Dude. That’s my sister.”

         “I didn’t know!” How was he supposed to know? He hadn’t seen her in over a decade. And a hell of a lot had happened to him since he’d walked out on the high society life. “I have to talk to her. What room is she staying in tonight?” He had to at least apologize. For not recognizing her. For embarrassing her…

         “You think I’m gonna give you her room number, you’ve got another think comin’,” Ben muttered, taking on his protective brother stance—the same one Isaac used to adopt when it came to Julia. He hadn’t had any sisters of his own. Only two brothers who were holy terrors.

         “Did you hear what I said? I asked her to dance.” Like a tool. He’d been so focused on her body, he didn’t realize she was his best friend’s little sister. The girl he’d thought about every single day since he’d left Texas. The girl whose school picture he’d kept in the pocket of his fatigues, pulling it out when he needed to remind himself to fight…

         Ben waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it, man.” Swaying, he steadied a hand against the wall. He was clearly enjoying the special brew they’d imported for the party. “She’s fine. Trust me. Things like that don’t faze Julia.”

         Then why’d she leave?

         “Come on,” his friend stumbled back toward his hot fiancé, who’d rejoined the line dance. He tried to pull Isaac along with him. “Let’s tear up the floor. For old time’s sake. Remember that time at junior prom?”

         A smile flickered as the memory came back into focus. He and Ben had had an electric slide routine that could’ve won a competition. At junior prom, he’d gone skidding across the floor on his knees, tearing the legs right off of his tuxedo pants.

         He sized up his old friend. They’d once been inseparable. They’d raised all kinds of hell together. But since then, Isaac had been to war. He’d become a SEAL. He’d killed other men. He’d walked through a village half an hour after a bomb hit. Things were different. He was different. Ever since he’d arrived at the party, he’d felt like he was on the fringes, like he couldn’t quite grasp the relationships he’d once had with so many of these people. People who were close friends of the Nobles. People who’d once been close friends of his family’s, before Dad had gotten himself sent to prison.

         Twelve years ago, he would’ve raced Ben out to the dance floor. But now that kid who’d done the electric slide seemed lost forever.

         “Let’s go…” Ben insisted, already swinging his hips. Yeah. Like that would entice him. Maybe Julia swinging her hips…

         That’s it. He had to see her again. He had to make her forgive him. “Ten minutes,” he called to Ben. “Just give me ten minutes.” Before his friend could try and talk him out of it, he tore down the hall.

         At the very end, Julia sat in front of the elevator, facing the opposite direction, her phone against her ear.

         “Of course. Yes. Tomorrow is great!” he heard her say. The sound of her happiness warmed him through, just like it always had. Not wanting to interrupt her phone call, he paused behind her, waiting.

         “Um. I’m sorry.” A gasp of surprise broke through her words. “What? My husband?”

         Husband. Julia wasn’t married. He knew that for a fact. He got all of the Nobles’ Christmas letters. Ben would’ve mentioned something if she was. Besides that, she didn’t wear a wedding ring.

         “Well…yes. Mmmm hmmm,” she murmured. “Of course. We can’t wait to meet you, either,” she seemed to choke out. “We’ll see you tomorrow, then.” She lowered the phone to her lap and smacked it against her thigh. “Damn it! Damn it, damn it, damn it!”

         “Bad news?” he asked as he strode to her side.
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