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CHAPTER ONE

What was it about weddings that made perfectly sane people act like lunatics?

Kory pressed her bare back to the padded chair, adjusted the wide black belt strangling her ribcage just below her breasts, and fluffed the ruby red crinoline skirt, trying to get comfortable at the bridal table. She wouldn’t be caught dead in this dress for any occasion other than her best friend’s wedding. And now that the beautiful wedding part was over, Kory was subjected to this…people she’d known her whole life bumping and grinding all over the dance floor.

The principal? Kory cringed as she watched Russell Stonewall hike up the polyester fabric of his pants so he could squat lower as some song from an era long before her birth urged him to shake his booty. She looked away, scanning the crowd for a reasonable distraction only to find her mother wiggling her breasts and strutting around Kory’s rhythmically challenged father. This was so not reasonable. Kory pushed fingers to her lips to halt the dry heave that arose.

The bride and groom danced on the outskirts of the chaotic circle. Alice floated on a pure white puff of crinoline as she sang the song word for word to Justin, one hand wrapped around his ruby red tie. He was laughing at the performance, and Kory found her lips twitching, too. God, those two were made for each other, and seeing them happy was worth any amount of discomfort Kory had to endure being back in her hometown.

“Your mother can groove.” The deep voice added too many ooh’s to groove as it slithered down the table, invading Kory’s personal space.

She crossed her arms and tossed Will Mitchell a humorless look. She’d been trying to avoid him all weekend, but was failing miserably. They’d shared a rehearsal followed by a dinner, and a two-hour photo shoot followed by a cramped limousine ride. It was damn near impossible for the maid of honor to avoid the best man.

What were the odds her best friend would marry the brother of her high school nemesis? Kory had happily avoided Will for the past twelve years, which had been surprisingly easy since high school graduation what with her stifling training schedule and hundreds of miles between them. She’d only come home for the occasional holiday, having parents who preferred she stay in Chicago and conquer the medical world. Alice and Justin’s whirlwind courtship hadn’t left much time for socializing when Kory had been home, but she was certainly getting her fill of Will now.

“What’s wrong, Doc? Too much education to appreciate a little dancing?”

No. Kory just had no desire to look like a fool shimmying in a disco ball-lit fish bowl. She didn’t get the allure of participating in something she wasn’t very good at. It seemed like wasted time. Not that sitting here, trying not to be dragged into meaningful conversation with the smuggest asshole she’d ever met was any more productive.

“I don’t see you up there,” she said.

“True.”

Silence filtered between them along with a sense of satisfaction that she’d shut him up so quickly. He’d never been easy to beat. Back in high school, Will had managed every science fair win; every standardized test high score; and the pièce de résistance, valedictorian. Try as she might, she could never top him. She’d been a merit scholar and the most academically decorated female graduate in the history of Harmony Falls High School.

“What more could you want, honey?” her mother used to ask.

Juvenile or not, Kory had just wanted to beat him. She didn’t want her accomplishments quantified by her gender. She didn’t want to be the best female anything. She wanted to be the best. Period.

She blinked, and those scenes from the past dissipated. Her medical degree trumped his MBA, didn’t it?

Maisy Carmichael wrapped a boa around Gilbert Hoover’s neck and pressed her fuchsia-clad body against him. Gross didn’t begin to describe it. Kory sighed and reached a sweaty hand to her head, digging at a bobby pin Maisy had cranked into place several hours ago. Painful—this whole damn thing was painful. Minus Alice being happy, of course. And that was what Kory had to remember, not that she was uncomfortable in this dress and ridiculous hairstyle, not that people in this town had no shame when it came to dancing, and not that she was sharing a table with the man who, after all these years, still managed to drive her nuts. It was like some bizarre switch got tripped when she was in his proximity, one that managed to warp her love for healthy competition into something crazed. Heck, she’d about clobbered the guy with her bouquet when he’d managed to win that dumb bridal party scavenger hunt in the limo on the way here. It had been awfully suspicious that he just happened to have a penny in his pocket from the year the bride was born. Was he really that good or was he just that lucky?

He was a Mitchell, after all.

Kory glanced down the table, where he lounged seemingly in mid-execution of a formidable Ben Affleck impression—aloof but oddly attractive. It annoyed the crap out of her. His chair sat too far from the table, and he reclined in it, legs long and slanted, left arm slung along the back of the chair beside him. He was slouching, literally slouching, and that struck her as particularly annoying since he was a thirty-year-old dressed in a tuxedo. Sit the hell up, she wanted to say, but she bit her bottom lip instead and turned her gaze back to the dance floor.

Four beats of the music later, he was sliding into the chair beside her.

“How’s Chicago?”

“Windy,” she answered, her tone clipped. What she really wanted to say was, “Amazing, teeming with vibrant life and opportunity—things you don’t have here.” Because after all the time and effort the Mitchell family had put into saving this town from economic decay and population decline, the reminder they still had so far to go was bound to irk him. Irking him would feel good. But saying all that meant saying more to him than she wanted to, so she kept it short, but hardly sweet.

“You’re doing some medical training thing, right? Alice mentioned it. How’s that going?”

Medical training thing? Somehow Kory managed not to roll her eyes. “It’s a traumatic brain injury fellowship, and it’s challenging.” In the best way possible. The move away from Harmony Falls to a major city had afforded Kory challenges and experiences she never would’ve found in this closed-minded little town, where the mailman had once informed her that men were doctors and women were nurses. As furious as that had made her, she considered the source. These people bought chewing tobacco in bulk and thought the first day of buck was worthy of a holiday. In one short month she’d be graduated from fellowship and ready to take her place as assistant medical director of the in-patient rehabilitation unit at the world-renowned Chicago Northern Rehab Institute. She’d have a prestigious title, a fat salary, and too many cultural experiences to count.

Beat that, Will Mitchell.

“So…uh…how much calculus do you use on a daily basis?”

She looked at him through squinted eyes, a pinch in her chest telling her exactly where this was going. “Excuse me?”

“You know, calculus? We were in that class together in high school.” His grin turned wolfish as he gave her a very obvious once over. “Let me tell you. If you’d looked like this back then, I never would’ve passed.”

Kory glared at him. Did he seriously not remember what had happened in that class? They’d both tested out of the usual Algebra classes offered to ninth-graders at Harmony Falls High—the only two in their class to do so. In Calculus, he’d been like a ten-year-old, poking his pencil between her shoulder blades, tugging on her ponytail, and cracking gum in her ear—but Kory hadn’t minded. Will had been one of the cutest boys in the class and his playful teasing had made her feel special, like they were friends, facing a senior-level math class together. She’d found the attention from an attractive, smart, and charismatic guy charming.

Not charming, however, was the way it escalated. Unlike Kory who didn’t even like to raise her hand in class, gregarious, funny Will had been able to fit in quickly and easily with the senior boys. After a few weeks, his new friends started teasing her too, but without the playfulness Will had. Instead, they cracked overtly sexual jokes that made her crazily uncomfortable. Kory, what do math and my dick have in common? They're both hard for you. That one had brought her to tears. Anger at their taunts and disappointment that Will—whom she’d thought was her friend—hadn’t stood up for her but had laughed along with them made her even more withdrawn. The teacher and principal got involved and punished the boys, but it had been as if Kory was punished, too. Despite her ability to handle the classwork and her protests, the principal had also transferred her back to Honors Algebra. Will had remained in calculus, the only freshman in a senior-level class. And she hated him for it.

Once, when Will was without his entourage, he’d stopped her in the hallway between classes, and she’d suspected he was going to apologize, but she’d walked away before he could say a word—she’d felt too betrayed to accept an olive branch. He’d barely spoken to her after that, which was probably best. By then, Kory didn’t trust him, and she had vowed revenge, working extra hard to beat his scores.

Thankfully, things were different now. Dr. Kory Flemming was successful in a male-dominated field, which meant she hadn’t so much as blushed in years. Whatever Will had hoped to accomplish by bringing up the calculus topic tonight wasn’t going to happen.

With a shove, she pushed away from the table and stood. “Calculus,” she said with a bitchy grin. “I remember it well. I learned a valuable lesson in that class.”

“What’s that?” he asked, smiling up at her.

“That you’re a dick.” She spun around on the bare balls of her feet and charged the dance floor.

• • •

Will watched her go, the smile fading from his face. First words she’d said to him all damn weekend and she’d insulted him. Then again, he probably deserved it. His booze-soaked brain had been scrambling, trying to come up with something, anything that might get more than a one-word answer from Kory. He’d succeeded, but at what cost? After that hostile exchange, he wasn’t likely to get another word out of her for the rest of the night. What a shame.

They’d been friends when they were little. Teachers were always sticking them together for some project or another. But by high school, they’d gone their separate ways. The truth was Calculus was the only class he could think of that they’d had together. And apparently it was a sore point. That or Kory didn’t take kindly to his attempt at flattery. Although she was definitely better looking now than she had been in high school, he probably should’ve tried a subtler compliment.

Shit. He thought about going after her, because Alice would read him the riot act if she thought he was being mean to her best friend, but he didn’t trust his liquored-up self not to say something even worse, maybe something about tangent curves. After all these years, he didn’t know her very well, but from the way she reacted to his previous come on, he wouldn’t be surprised if a similar comment came with a slap across his face. Besides, watching her now, he couldn’t see many curves. From the top of her bronze head to the tip of her honey-colored toes, she was long and lean, straight and strong.

She grabbed her mother’s hand and then her father’s and the trio did some awkward square dance move, shrinking the circle and then widening it again to the rhythm of a popular rap song. Will hoped she was a better doctor than she was a dancer, a thought that had him chuckling against the rim of his whiskey glass. He knew she didn’t want to be out there, but the alternative was being here with him, and apparently that was a worse kind of torture—because he was a dick. Flinching, he swallowed another hefty mouthful of liquor.

The alcohol burned a path from his throat to his stomach, and he sucked cake-scented air into his nose. He caught sight of his smiling brother, and managed to smile, too. He was happy for Justin and Alice. He really was. But he would’ve been even happier had they eloped.

Justin approached from the opposite side of the table, and reached for his water glass. “You mean to tell me out of all these beautiful women you can’t find one to dance with?”

Will looked at Kory, which was a laughable direction for his attentions to take. After their exchange, she’d be the last beautiful woman in this room to dance with him. Hell, she’d already managed to weasel her way out of their one official dance by partnering with the ring bearer and insisting Will dance with the flower girl.

He glanced at his brother. “If I’m dancing, I can only appreciate one of them at a time. From this vantage point, it’s equal opportunity admiration.”

“You’re full of it.” Justin skirted the table, and sat. “One of these days you’re going to realize there’s more to life than hefty profit margins at work and an Australian Shepard in your bed.”

“Never.” Will opened his mouth for an extra-large swig of whiskey.

Justin’s hand landed hard on Will’s shoulder. “I used to think success was measured by bankrolls and titles, too, but look at her.”

The her Justin referred to was Alice no doubt, and Will obliged, scanning the dance floor until he found his smiling sister-in-law.

“She glows,” Justin said. “She literally lights up my life. Before her, there was only darkness.”

Will looked at the water glass in Justin’s hand. “Please tell me you’ve had more than that to drink, because if you’re saying all that sober, after Morgan Parrish cheated on you and made your last attempt at a wedding a laughing stock, while—may I remind you—simultaneously destroying your congressional career,” Will said, shooting an incredulous glare at his brother, “I might just have to smack you.”

Justin whistled. “First of all, that’s ancient history, and second, damn, it’s no wonder you’re sitting alone. You’re a real downer. You need to work on that, bro. This is a wedding.”

“Yeah, a wedding. It’s a fairytale for one night. But it isn’t real.” His gaze automatically skipped to his widowed mother who sat alone at a nearby table. “Reality is the so-called lucky ones finding somebody tolerable, getting married, and annoying the shit out of each other for decades, until one of them finally dies, leaving the other one an emotional void.”

Dad had been dead for decades, but Will remembered what their mother had been like before cancer obliterated the man. He had a singular, sharp memory of her sitting at their long dining table with Aunt Dorothy, laughing until she cried, her whole body shaking at some joke. He’d never heard her laugh like that again. It was like she’d shut off everything the day Dad died—the laughter, the warmth, the love. All she lived for now was the family business. Will tucked a finger into his shirt collar and pulled, making some room for the next swallow of whiskey.

Justin stared at him for a long moment, and then shook his head. He drained his water glass and stood. “Before I return to my glowing bride, who is infinitely better company than you, let me remind you that even when our father was alive, our mother was never a naturally happy woman, and despite all the bad things that happened to me, I’m here, happier than I ever dreamed I could be.” He squeezed Will’s shoulders. “I’d rather be mayor of Harmony Falls with Alice by my side than President of the United States with Morgan Parrish any day. Sometimes when you lose you win.” After one more squeeze, he walked away.

Will sat there, polishing off the whiskey. His gaze wandered back to Kory who seemed to be using her parents as a shield, but not shield enough for him to lose sight of her completely. Her long arms remained locked at the elbows, and her bare shoulders were tight and square. He pushed fingers against his throat and rubbed at some sort of discomfort as she tossed her head side to side, the blunt ends of her straight hair whipping her jawline.

She looked at him, an icy glare that changed before she looked away. It didn’t soften, but it definitely lost some of its intensity. And when she looked at him again—fast enough for him to miss it if he blinked—it was something else entirely. Pricks of pleasure scattered across the back of his neck and crawled onto his face. And they were perplexing as hell, because she hated him. Didn’t she? She’d barely talked to him all weekend.

Let’s think about this for a minute… But the liquor melted more than everything in its path, turning his belly into a bucket of jelly and his brain into a dehydrated sponge. He reached for an unattended plate of wedding cake and polished it off.

“I totally take offense to people not dancing at my wedding.” Alice seemed to come out of nowhere, plopping down in Kory’s chair and grabbing the long-stem glass of champagne Kory had neglected.

“Did my brother tell you to come over here and glow on me so I’d quit being a wallflower and find a suitable dance partner?”

“He may have mentioned you being moody.” She drank, leaving a vivid lipstick print on the rim. “I also saw you talking to Kory, which didn’t seem to end well. Were you picking on her again?”

“More like reminiscing,” Will lied, dropping the fork and rubbing a palm against the back of his overheated neck. He told himself not to, but he lifted his gaze to the lady in question. She was still dancing, if that was what one could call it. It was more like jerking with a little thrusting thrown in, and…damn. He closed his eyes and shook his head.

“You know, if you keep picking on her, she’s going to think you like her.”

His nose twitched as he looked at his new sister-in-law. “We’re not in elementary school, Alice.”

“Exactly. So grow up, Will. Stop looking like you want to pass her a note that involves checking yes or no.” She swatted his arm and threw back her head for a cackle. “Or is that how you ask all your dates out? Because it might explain why you never seem to have any…” She batted pitch-black eyelashes and pursed her lips.

He did not want to talk about his lack of a meaningful social life or the fact that he felt more comfortable with things he could measure and compute. Who wanted to spend life tethered to something abstract like what another person thought and felt? It was too subjective for him—too ripe for real rejection. Fortunately, as a wealthy, decent-looking, single man, he didn’t have to risk much to find a willing woman for his bed. The hard part was dealing with her disappointment when she realized he wasn’t going to change his mind about having anything close to a relationship. That sort of thing just wasn’t for him.

“I’m perfectly happy being single, Alice. I can work as many hours as I like, close as many deals as I can, and I don’t have to worry about sharing the profits with anybody.”

“Sounds lonely,” Alice said, adding a pout.

If Will were being honest, he’d admit sometimes it was, but lonely was a hell of a lot easier than finding someone whose eyes didn’t glaze over when he started talking about the law of diminishing marginal returns. That sort of reaction was no ego boost, and it was exhausting trying to hide part of him simply so he could keep somebody by his side. It was better to keep things casual. That way nobody got to know what was buried beneath the Mitchell polish.

“Come on.” Alice stood and grabbed his hands. “Let’s dance.” She tugged, jumping to the disco beat.

Will stayed put. “Don’t you have some theatre donor to schmooze?”

“At my wedding reception? That would be tacky. Besides, Justin is busy gathering support for his mayoral run.”

Because that wasn’t tacky. Will managed to keep his eyes from rolling while Alice ducked beneath one of his raised arms and twirled. She danced around him like he was reciprocating, and he suddenly felt like the miserable fool Justin had accused him of being. This was a wedding. His big brother was right; Will needed to work on his mood. He stood, smiling at Alice’s shocked squeal when he spun her around again.

“There you go!” She pulled him away from the table. “Three more steps and you’ll be on the dance floor.”

He’d had just enough whiskey to make following her seem reasonable.

“I’m in shock.” Justin said when they’d reached the dance floor.

Alice released one of Will’s hands and laced her fingers with her husband’s. “He’s not as boring as you think he is.”

Maybe not boring, but he sure felt like a third wheel. Will released Alice’s other hand but not before he gave it a squeeze. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She kissed him on the cheek. “But you’re not allowed to sit down again. Got it?”

Will nodded. “I’m just going to find my own partner.”

“Excellent. Our job here is done,” Justin said, spinning his bride toward the center of the floor. “We’ll be watching you.”

Will shook his head and smiled at the goofy, wide-eyed look his brother gave, and then he set his sights on the crowd. There had to be someone who would tolerate his mediocre dance moves and not mistake his offer to dance for something more.

His mother still sat alone, surprisingly without his younger brother Mark, who was better known as her shadow. Asking her was probably the least complicated option.

“Mother,” Will said, inclining his head when he reached her side. “May I have this dance?”

She wrinkled her narrow nose as she watched the dance floor. “I’ve danced enough for one night.”

Will winced at the easy brush-off. He’d seen her dance exactly twice: once with Mark during the bridal party dance, and once with Justin during the mother-son dance. He didn’t want to take it personally, so he told himself even two years after her heart attack, she hadn’t regained all of her strength, but it was hard not to feel rejected. With hands in his pockets, he glanced at the full dance floor, having lost his drive to change his mood. Maybe he’d just sit here and talk business. At least his position and achievements as Chief Operating Officer of Mitchell Company, Inc. could be counted on to endear him to his CEO mother.

“I sent Mark for drinks,” she continued, and then she looked at him. “Well, don’t just stand there blocking my view. Either sit or move along.”

On second thought, there had to be a better option for company.

“Enjoy your drinks,” he said, deciding he’d rather deal with Justin and Alice’s disappointment over seeing him back in his seat at an empty table than weather his mother’s sour attitude and disapproval.

He’d only made it halfway across the dance floor, when Carole Flemming caught his eye.

“Will,” she preened, sweeping toward him, dragging Kory behind her. “This is beautiful! Your family sure knows how to put on a wedding.”

Money could do that for a person, money and Alice Cramer Mitchell’s flair for the dramatic. He took a quick glance at the glistening red and gold ballroom and smiled. “Thank you. You look like you’re having a good time.”

“Oh, I am.”

Kory was dead silent. She’d moved on from holding hands with her mother to locking elbows with the woman. And she was looking everywhere but at him.

“But I’m beat,” Mrs. Flemming added. “Kory is suddenly an Energizer bunny.”

On that comment, Kory’s emerald eyes widened to full moon proportion. “Well, I…”

“Should dance with Will,” Mrs. Flemming said, shoving her daughter toward him. “He doesn’t have a partner. Do you, Will?”

Will shook his head. “I do not, and my brother and his new wife made it perfectly clear I need to find one.”

Kory stepped back. “On second thought, I am tired.”

“Nonsense.” Mrs. Flemming smacked her daughter’s hand a few times and pulled away from her grip. “Dance for heaven’s sake. Once you get back to Chicago it will be all work and no play.”

If Kory’s teeth were nails, Will had no doubt she would’ve spit a mouthful at him.

“Come on, Kory. It’s one dance. Don’t tell me you’re afraid I’ll be so good I’ll make you look bad.”

“Hardly.” She huffed but took a step closer. “One dance, Will, and only because I don’t want to disappoint my mother, but I’m warning you. If you mention calculus, I’ll knee you in the balls and walk away.”

He chuckled. “Deal.” Sliding a hand around her waist and pulling her closer, his laughter evaporated. For a skinny woman, she sure was soft, which may have had something to do with the miles of satin covering her. He opened his mouth for a shallow breath, drawing her the last couple inches against his chest, getting a mouthful of air tinged with something even sweeter than wedding cake. His rusty libido groaned. Somewhere in the distance beyond the physical sensations of Kory’s palm pressing against the back of his neck…and her fingernails grazing his hairline…and her opposite hand nestled hot and tight in his…his brain whispered to his body, she’s not interested in you.

Acoustic guitar music registered, and then her breath tickled his earlobe. He froze for a moment before instinct had him twisting his wrist and rotating her arm so he could hold her hand against his chest. Swallowing was inexplicably difficult, so he cleared his throat to aid the process, and felt her body tense.

He should’ve stayed at the table with his mother. At least he knew where he stood over there. Here, he was just a man, feeling things for a woman, who, he was damn near certain, wasn’t feeling anything at all for him.

“You know, you can speak? When I said don’t mention calculus, I wasn’t suggesting we dance in awkward silence.”

He nodded, loosened his fingers around her hand, and lightened his palm on her back. “I’m sorry. I’m trying to behave. It seems like I say something stupid every time I open my mouth around you.”

Tipping her head back, Kory studied him. Her brows pulled together, wrinkling her forehead, and her glossy lips pursed. She looked…beautiful. Will squeezed his eyes shut for a split second, trying to reset his brain.

“That’s the smartest thing you’ve said all weekend.” She released a bona fide chuckle that lit her green eyes and showed off the prettiest smile.

Will laughed, too, and that bit of cordial commiseration fanned the spark in his gut. Bad idea, his brain said. She still doesn’t like you. But his body had a mind of its own, pulling her closer until she settled her chin on his shoulder and somewhat relaxed.

Apparently, sixteen years hadn’t changed a thing. When Kory Flemming was near, Will Mitchell acted like a fool.

He noted the song winding down and battled a burst of disappointment, because he wasn’t ready for her to leave—not when they were finally playing nicely. A few strands of silky hair brushed his lips, and he darted out his tongue, taking a not-so-innocent taste. He really was a strange bird.

“You know, when I get back to Chicago tomorrow night, I’m going straight to ophthalmology and requesting they zap my eyes with laser. Maybe they can erase some of the whacked out things I’ve seen since I’ve been back here.” This was more than she’d said to him the entire weekend, and all he could take away from it was she was leaving tomorrow. He had no idea when she’d be back again, especially with her poor opinion of small-town Harmony Falls. And that felt like a terrible shame.

Suddenly, he wanted to alter their entire history or at least press rewind on the weekend. Maybe with more time he could’ve found his footing with her, and they could’ve had a little fun. After all, she was the only person he knew who might share his excitement over the discovery of a Higgs boson subatomic spec. Then again, if her mother was right, fun—scientific or otherwise—didn’t seem to be a high priority to Dr. Flemming.

“Is it true what your mother said?” Will asked.

“What did my mother say?”

“That Chicago is all work and no play?”

“I like to work.”

He could appreciate that. Heck, he lived that way, too. “You don’t like to play?”

A charged silence lingered between them, and the music changed to a fast song not conducive to holding her close, but she surprised him by not backing away.

“I play,” she whispered.

A hot flush greater than anything the whiskey had delivered heated Will from the inside out.

“Get a room,” Mark called as he cut across the crowded dance floor, two highball drinks in hand.

That did the trick. Kory rocketed from Will’s arms like he’d burst into flames—he felt like he did. She blinked fast and furious, adjusting the belt around her waist. “Thanks for the dance,” she managed before scurrying away.

Will turned to his younger brother and glared. “Nice.”

Mark laughed. “Here.” He held out a small glass of amber liquor. “Consolation.”

Will threw it back, because, hell, he’d rather be drunk and numb than wondering why he was hot for Kory Flemming after all these years.


CHAPTER TWO

After Alice tossed the bouquet and the happy couple departed through a storm of bubbles, Kory hid in the coat checkroom, helping Gertrude Cash connect guests with their predominantly outdated overcoats and shawls. She sat on a brown vinyl chair in the corner and counted safety pins and numbered tags while Gertrude talked about her latest litter of coonhounds. Mind numbing. But still better than whatever happened out on the dance floor. That was anything but numbing. That was…confusing and disturbing.

Was Kory really feeling something more than annoyance and disdain for Will Mitchell?

Gah! She tipped her hand and spilled a palm-full of pins into a jar.

“And this one has the cutest patch of black right above his little boy parts. Ooh! I have a picture.” Gertrude jabbed at her phone’s touchscreen.

Great. So because Kory couldn’t be woman enough to face Will after their unsettling dance, she was going to subject herself to arguably more unsettling photos of a dog’s genitalia. She was too old for this, too strong. That red-faced neophyte who strolled into a senior calculus class with the upper corners of her Trapper Keeper digging into the flesh beneath her breasts? That loser was gone.
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