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      Kit Alexander, better known as The Wizard of Oz, was an international football star.  He may have hit a bad patch there for a while, but he was clawing his way back to the top, right up until an injury benched him.  With three weeks to kill and an invitation to a wedding Down Under, Kit's plans were on hold.  He needed to keep his head down and let his body heal before they'd let him back on the pitch and that's exactly what he intended to do.

      Being invited to the hottest wedding of the season was a dream come true for Charlotte Fox.  She'd never left her small town of Oxley Crossing in the twenty-eight years she'd lived there--doctor's visits and hospital stays didn't count.  Now that she was out on her own for the first time in her life, she was determined to store up enough experiences and memories to last another twenty-eight years.

      A chance meeting in a bar late one night brought the two of them together.  Kit would be leaving to go back to the UK and his career, and Charlie was only in the city for the wedding and a brief holiday before she had to go back to her life in Oxley Crossing.  It was only meant to be a flirtation, a holiday fling, nothing serious.  But it's all fun and games until someone falls in love.
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      This book takes place across a few different places—some real and some only real in my imagination.  Sydney, of course, is a real city in New South Wales, Australia and I’ve tried to keep the landmarks as true to life as possible (yes, there really is a statue of Matthew Flinders’ cat.)  Oxley Crossing is a fictional town and is based on a small town outside Armidale (which is a real place) in the New South Wales New England Tablelands.  Twickenham is a real city outside London in the UK, but TWS FC is a fictional football club.

      I need to apologise in advance to all those Rugby fans out there and especially Twickenham rugby fans for stealing Twickenham Stadium (Twickers) as the home for my fictional football club, Twickenham South (TWS).  Rugby is a great game…Go Wallabies! ;P

      I should also apologise to all those football fans out there.  I have tried to keep true to the game as much as possible (with the help of my Manchester United obsessed husband) but I may not have gotten all the details right.  Any mistakes in game play and portrayal of real football clubs is mine.

      

      This story is set in the Southern Hemisphere, and as such, the seasons may be different to what you’re used to.  Summer in Australia happens at Christmas (December to February), the new school year begins in February and finishes in December and the final year of high school is Grade 12.  Tertiary education is usually University or TAFE (Technical And Further Education) or other vocational training.

      

      Boxing Day is celebrated on December 26 and started as the traditional day for servants and tradesmen to receive their ‘Christmas Box’ from their bosses or employers.  It is a Public (or Bank) Holiday and has become synonymous with big retail stores sales.

      

      Other fun facts about Australia:

      - We use the metric system for measurement (millimetres, centimetres, metres and kilometres)

      - We use Celsius for temperature (30℃ is equal to 86℉)

      - We use dollars and cents for currency

      - Yes, we have some of the most dangerous creatures on earth living in our country

      - No, we don’t have koalas, kangaroos and wombats as pets

      - We like our beer cold (and our wine too)

      - ‘Ute’ is an iconic Australian vehicle used by many tradespeople.  It is short for ‘utility vehicle.’

      

      This book uses UK/Australian English

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to my darling husband who had a dream and then made me write it down.

        This is the result of that dream.
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      The Wizard of Oz.  It was a stupid nickname but Kit Alexander hadn’t always hated it.  When they first dubbed him The Wizard, he felt like he’d finally made it.  The boy from Australia with a boot that saved a Premier League game and a club from relegation.  It was in his fifth year playing for Twickenham South Football Club—TWS FC—and Kit had been mostly unnoticed until the goal that earned him the nickname and the celebrity that went with it.  That was ten years ago and he’d been traded several times in the intervening years until an unfortunate on-field injury and an even more unfortunate off-field incident made him persona non-grata with the big name clubs.  Now he was back at TWS and back in the news—for positive reasons this time.  Kit was in form and the old nickname had resurfaced.  TWS weren’t going to win the Premier League, but at least they weren’t going to crash and burn either, which was one of the reasons he’d been afforded the time off to come back to Australia to attend Connor Faulkes’ wedding—the other reason was the minor injury he was carrying.

      Kit flicked off the hotel television and tipped his head back against the seat.  He knew he shouldn’t watch the sports news, it messed with his head.  It didn’t matter if what they were saying was good or bad, both affected him.  It was too easy to let himself get cocky when he was a media darling—that’s what got him in trouble last time—and if they were sledging him, that was even worse.  He got more arrogant, if that was possible.  The need to prove himself and prove the critics wrong made him stupid.

      He tossed the remote and stood, rubbing his hands through his hair.  Jet lag was killing him.  He didn’t even know what time it was.  It felt like the middle of the day but the dark sky outside his window told him something different.  He needed to get out of the hotel, get the blood flowing, have something to eat and a drink, and then maybe he would be able to sleep.

      He crossed the room to the bedroom and flicked the light on in the ensuite.  He splashed some water on his face and pulled his long, unruly hair back into a man-bun.  He needed a shave and a few hours’ sleep before the wedding tomorrow, but now that he’d thought about food, he was hungry.

      Kit tucked his hotel keycard into his pocket and tugged the door closed behind him.  He hadn’t been back to Australia in too many years to count.  When he’d been selected for the TWS training academy, his mum and dad had sold up and moved to the UK with him.  It helped that he was an only child and his mum’s family were English.  After seventeen years, the UK felt more like home than the country of his birth.  Kit had lived overseas longer than he’d lived in Australia, but he would always be Australian, even if his accent made him sound like a tourist.

      He took the elevator to the lobby and stepped out into the large open space.  It was deserted except for a few staff.  His watch told him that it was later than he thought which only made the jet lag seem so much worse.  The hotel bar was closing, so he redirected his steps and headed out into the night.  It was Friday night in Sydney, surely he could find something to do until he felt tired enough to sleep.

      It was a short walk past the historic buildings that typified The Rocks to the Orient Hotel.  Live music blasted from the door as Kit pushed through into the crowded pub.  He forced his way through the mob to the bar and ordered a beer before turning around to find a seat.

      If he’d been anywhere in London, his face would have been immediately recognisable, but here in Sydney he was just another pub patron out on a Friday night, albeit alone.  That was fine, he didn’t mind being alone.  He wasn’t any good at relationships anyway.  His last girlfriend, Summer, could testify to that.

      He slid onto an empty stool and sipped his drink.  The band was good and he didn’t mind being anonymous amongst the Friday night revellers.  He leaned back against the corner and people-watched, not something he got to do often.  Fame had its perks but it also had plenty of drawbacks to balance it out.  Going to a pub on a Friday night back home would result in speculation in the morning’s newspaper about who he spoke to, how much he drank, and the impact his consumption of alcohol would have on the team’s chances at the next game.

      He loved football, had done since the moment he learned to kick a ball in the backyard with his dad.  The fact he had the talent to support his love of the game gave him opportunities few people enjoyed and enough money to live the life of fairy tales and Hollywood movies.  And when everything threatened to come crashing down on him, it was his love of the game that brought him back from the brink.  He didn’t have many years left as a player—at thirty-three years of age, he was considered a senior citizen by the younger players—and he honestly didn’t know what he would do when the time finally came for him to retire.  It felt like he’d only just gotten his game back and he wasn’t ready to even think about a life without it.

      The band took a break and he noticed a game playing on the television in the corner.  It was a replay of last week’s game when TWS beat Tottenham.  It was a good game and he’d come away with a goal.  He’d also come away with a strain and the reason he’d been released to travel to Sydney for the wedding.  The doctors wanted him to rest for the next few weeks because they wanted him for the last game.  He didn’t mind the break.  It was good to get away from the craziness and refocus.  He still had to prove himself to the team that’d taken him back when no one else wanted him.  A trip back to Australia to celebrate with a friend out of the spotlight that was the English press, was exactly what he needed.

      

      Charlotte Fox (Charlie to her friends) stood underneath the Sydney Harbour Bridge, held her arms out wide, and twirled around, her head tipped back and her red curls fanning out around her.  It was ridiculous and corny and she really should be tucked up in bed like the other members of her book club, but she couldn’t sleep.  It was her first time in the city and there was so much to see and do, and she wanted to see and do it all.  She was the clichéd country mouse in the city, but she didn’t care.  This was her big adventure, the only one she was probably ever going to have, and she was determined to live every moment of it.  She could sleep when she was dead…or at least on the flight back to Oxley Crossing.

      Connor and Georgie’s wedding had given her the perfect excuse to escape her real life and have a real life adventure.  Amelia, the character in the stories she wrote, was bold and brave and always going on quests and attempting daring exploits, just like Charlie wished she could.  Now she had a chance to experience just a tiny sliver of what Amelia did and she wasn’t going to miss it by sleeping.

      No one knew she was a writer.  To all her friends and her family—her mother especially—she worked as a teller in the local bank.  Which she did, but at night and on the weekends she spent her time writing about her intrepid heroine, Amelia, who saved the world on more than one occasion with little more than a hairpin, her quick wit and smarts, and her faithful furry sidekick, Mr. Chippers, an incredibly astute guinea pig.  Amelia was the Kim Possible of the young adult literary world.  Amelia was who Charlie wanted to be.

      It started out as a way to amuse herself.  She lived a sheltered life, which wasn’t altogether a bad thing.  Charlie liked her solitude—most of the time.  But with her mother being paranoid about germs and bad influences, time with friends had been limited.  Amelia had become Charlie’s imaginary friend who she could live vicariously through.  Now Amelia was larger than life and if Charlie was truly honest with herself, Amelia embodied those parts of herself that she was too shy and too scared to let out.  So instead of facing her fears and doing all the things she wanted to do, she sent Amelia in her place and instead of costing her money, it made her money.

      She took a deep breath of the city air and coughed with the fumes from the traffic passing overhead.  It didn’t spoil the moment, she didn’t think anything could.  She took one more selfie and then headed for the next point on her bucket list—a live band.  Earlier in the night she’d had dinner with the book club girls at celebrity chef Matt Moran’s restaurant, Aria.  Then they’d crossed the harbour on a ferry and gone to Luna Park.  The older members of book club had called it a night then, but Millie, Kendra, Georgie, and Charlie headed back over to Pancakes at The Rocks.  After stuffing themselves full with too many stacks, Georgie and her bridesmaids waved goodnight, but Charlie wasn’t ready to go.  It was Friday night in the city and she wanted to do something.  She didn’t know what, she just knew she wasn’t ready for it to be over.

      Charlie was no stranger to historic buildings.  Oxley Crossing and the Northern Tablelands had their fair share of historic buildings and the history to go with it, but The Rocks was something special.  She could almost hear the ghosts of the past whisper to her as she walked along streets that had been there for over two hundred years.

      She heard the music and headed in the direction of the corner pub.  The guidebook Charlie had devoured on the plane wasn’t much help now that she was on the ground, and Google maps could only tell her so much.  Besides, she would much prefer to discover Sydney organically than have a predetermined path.  She’d lived with predetermination for the last twenty-eight years and it was nice to be spontaneous for a change.  There was no one checking up on her or making sure she stayed within the boundaries.  It was her emancipation and it was only going to last a week so she intended to wring every single last drop out of it.  But a week would be just long enough.  As much as she wanted to explore the world outside her small town, Charlie was a scaredy cat.  It might be the projected fears of her mother, or it could just be that Charlie was not built to live outside her comfort zone.  There was excitement in exploring the great unknown, but there was also the very fact that it was unknown and quite possibly dangerous.  Which was why the trip to Sydney was perfect.  It was far enough away from home to feel like an adventure without being too far away that she felt completely out of her element.

      Charlie pushed through the door and breathed in the sound and chaos of the crowd.  She soaked it up like a sponge.  Charlie didn’t care if she looked like a country bumpkin just off the bus as she looked around her with big eyes trying to take everything in.  She squeezed her way to the bar and ordered a Cosmo, just like the girls from Sex and the City.

      Drink in hand she turned and tried to fight her way back through the crowd without spilling the pink concoction in her hand.  She made it almost all the way and was just lifting the glass to her lips when someone bumped into her from behind, causing her to spill the entire thing down her front.

      “Sorry,” came a distracted apology.  She looked over her shoulder to reply but whoever had bumped into her was lost in the crush of bodies.

      Charlie looked down at herself.  Her new yellow dress now sported a bright pink stain that caused it to stick to her skin.  She felt a little like the kid who dropped their ice-cream after just one lick.  The cocktail had cost her eighteen bucks, which she had been prepared to pay for the experience, but not to wear it.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      Charlie looked up into the chocolate coloured eyes of the most beautiful man she had ever seen.  She could even forgive him for the scruffy whiskers and man-bun because that English accent smoothed over any fashion faux-pas he’d made.

      “Um, yeah, sure.  I’m fine.”  The words tumbled from her mouth in a nervous babble.

      He quirked an eyebrow and she felt her cheeks flush.

      “Can I buy you a replacement?” he asked.  His voice was deep and rich and his accent gave an exotic twist to the words.

      “Oh no,” she said, shaking her head.  “You don’t need to do that.  I’m fine, I promise.”

      “I don’t mind,” he said.  “I’m heading to the bar anyway.”

      Charlie took a breath.  What would Amelia do?  This trip was all about stepping out of her comfort zone so instead of declining again, she channelled Amelia, smiled, and nodded.  “Yeah, okay,” she said.

      He smiled back at her and her breath caught in her chest.  He had a great smile.  His lips kicked up higher on one side than the other making it adorably crooked.  “I have that table over there in the corner if you want to have a seat.  I’ll bring the drinks over.”

      “Sure, yeah, okay” she said, nodding again like a bobblehead.

      He winked at her before turning back to the crowd in front of the bar and Charlie’s knees wobbled.  She’d never really understood the way romance books described the heroine’s knees going weak…she did now.  With a sigh, she made her way over to the table he’d indicated.  She sat down and grabbed some napkins out of the dispenser to try and mop up the spilled drink from her dress.

      While she waited for the stranger to return, she tried to memorise everything about the moment so she could relive it all later.  Charlie was determined to store up as many memories as she could, while she could.  There was no telling when she would have another chance and the memories she made now would have to sustain her.

      “Here you go,” he said, setting her drink down in front of her.  “Cosmopolitan, right?”

      “Perfect,” she said.  “I’m Charlie, I mean Charlotte, I mean…” she shook her head.  “My name’s Charlotte but everyone calls me Charlie.”  She needed to cool it with the babbling or this guy would think she was an idiot.

      He grinned at her.  “My name’s Kit,” he said, extending his hand across the table to her.  “It’s nice to meet you Charlie.”

      She took his hand and shook it.  Her palm tingled with the connection and her eyes went to his in surprise.  “It’s nice to meet you too,” she whispered.
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      The alarm woke Charlie from the far too brief sleep she’d finally fallen into.  It had been really late—early—when she’d finally gotten back to her hotel room.  Kit had walked her to the lobby doors to make sure she got in safely and then waved goodbye.  They hadn’t exchanged anything more than names, but that was okay.  It was all about the experience for Charlie and spending a couple of hours drinking in a bar with a cute boy (okay, not a boy) was an experience she’d never had before.

      Her body was exhausted, but the good kind.  The kind you got from spending a day doing anything and everything.  The kind you got from living as opposed to just being alive; just existing.

      She grabbed her phone and checked the time.  The girls would be waiting for her for breakfast.  Charlie was staying in a different hotel to everyone else.  Most of the out of town guests were staying at the Park Hyatt where the ceremony was being held and where the bridal party were staying.  Charlie couldn’t afford the rooms there, not on top of the return flights and having some spending money.  She was in the city for a week and she didn’t see the point of spending all her money on her accommodations when she fully intended to spend as little time as possible inside the tiny room.

      Her shower was quick and she dressed in a summery dress and a little cardigan.  It may be April, but it was still warm.  A pair of sandals finished her outfit and then she headed out of the hotel and toward the Park Hyatt.  The book club girls had convinced her to get ready with them in their suite.  Her dress and shoes for the wedding were already there and they had pooled their money to get a hairstylist and makeup artist to get them all dolled up.

      The sky was bright and she lifted her face to the sun as she walked down the footpath.  Everything felt so new and exciting.  Charlie hadn’t realised how much of a bubble she’d been living in until she’d stepped out of the cab in the middle of the city the day before.  She loved Oxley Crossing and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else, but there was something about the vibrancy and energy in the city that made her heart sing.  It could just be because the entire experience was new and she didn’t get to do new things very often, but Charlie preferred to think that it was the sheer multitude of people that had passed the same way before her leaving a part of themselves behind in their wake.

      The Hotel stretched out before her on a peninsula that reached into the harbour.  Water lapped gently at the boardwalk and she had to stop and take a photo.  The Opera House stood proudly on the opposite side of Circular Quay and the Harbour Bridge rose boldly behind the hotel.  Part of her was sorry she hadn’t spent a little more on her accommodations, especially when the view was so spectacular.

      Charlie stepped into the lobby and gawked.  It was like a scene from a movie. She wanted to hug herself and giggle, but she resisted the temptation…just.  A familiar laugh caught her attention and she saw Dawn, Connor’s grandmother, as she stepped out of the elevator with a few of the other book club members.

      “Dawn, hi!” she called as she made her way over to the group of ladies.  They all hugged and moved as a group toward the restaurant.  The host seated them and handed out menus.

      “Don’t worry about the prices,” Dawn said, looking at each of them.  “This is my treat.”

      There was a choruses of nos which Charlie added her voice to, but Dawn held up her hand to quiet them.

      “I insist,” she said.  “I’m just so glad you’re all here for Connor and Georgie’s day.”

      Charlie had been more than prepared to pay for her own breakfast, but she couldn’t say she wasn’t pleased with Dawn’s generous offer.  It meant there would be more money in her sightseeing fund and there were so many things she wanted to do; Sydney Tower, Taronga Zoo, shopping…so much shopping.

      “Thank you, Dawn,” she said, reaching over to hug her friend and place a kiss on her soft cheek.

      “How is Connor this morning?” Maureen asked.  “Have you spoken to him?”

      Dawn shook her head.  “Not yet.  I’ll go and see him after breakfast.  I have spoken to Georgie, though.”

      “Is she nervous?” Charlie asked.  All of book club knew about Georgie’s anxiety issues.  Marrying a real-live movie star in front of a huge crowd and a specially sanctioned press contingent had to be Georgie’s worst nightmare.

      Dawn smiled affectionately.  “She’s doing great.  I think she’s more excited than nervous.”

      “Do you know if her parents are coming?” Sandra asked.

      Georgie’s parents hadn’t been happy about her dating Connor.  Not because they didn’t like him or were worried about their daughter but because of the disruption it would bring to their lives.  They were both scientists; Georgie’s mother worked in a lab that was trying to find a cure for Cystic Fibrosis and her father was a sought after lecturer who regularly published papers on genetic engineering and cloning.  Having their daughter date someone famous meant their work would be disrupted by the media attention…or so they thought.  In reality it had raised their profiles and that of the work they were doing.  Charlie didn’t know if Georgie had repaired the rift between her and her parents but they had definitely taken advantage of her newly minted celebrity status.

      “They’re here,” Dawn said, her lips forming a thin line of disapproval.  It was no secret that there was no love lost between Dawn and Georgie’s parents.  “But thank God she didn’t give in to the pressure for her father to walk her down the aisle.  That man doesn’t deserve the privilege and Georgie is more than capable of giving herself away.”

      Charlie agreed.  As much as her over-protective parents frustrated her to no end, she knew they loved her and she loved them.  From the stories she’d heard, Georgie’s parents hadn’t been anything like parents were supposed to be.

      

      Kit saw a flash of red hair and his mouth smiled almost automatically before he realised.  But hot on the heels of the pleasure at seeing Charlie again came paranoia.  Why was she at his hotel?  Had she followed him the night before after he dropped her off?  They hadn’t exchanged phone numbers or discussed meeting again.  He wouldn’t have minded seeing her again, but not this way.  Not if she was stalking him.

      It wasn’t an empty paranoia.  Kit had been stalked before by a fan and he didn’t relish a repeat of what had happened then.  Charlie hadn’t given off any crazy-stalker vibes, but she could have just hid it really well.  Those stunning blue eyes of hers had seemed innocent to the point of being naïve, but maybe she was just really good at pretending.  She hadn’t given any hint that she knew who he was, but that didn’t mean anything.  Football fans came in all shapes and sizes.  Besides, it might not have been football that had made her recognise him.  It could be the new Under Armour underwear campaign he’d posed for recently.

      He slid further down in his seat and hid his face behind his menu as he watched her walk into the restaurant.  He should have stayed in his room and ordered room service, but the last thing he felt like was being alone with his own thoughts and the temptation of twenty-four hour sports news.

      Kit watched Charlie, praying she wouldn’t spot him, but it didn’t seem likely and then he just felt like an idiot.  Charlie wasn’t even looking around the restaurant, she was too busy chatting with the group of older women she was with. She wasn’t here because of him.  He relaxed and rolled his eyes at himself for his arrogance.  Being constantly hounded by the press back home skewed the way he looked at the world.  Plot twist!  It didn’t revolve around him.

      “Are you ready to order sir?” a waiter asked and Kit straightened in his chair, no longer worried about being seen by Charlie.  In fact, now that he knew she wasn’t here because of him, he wouldn’t mind if she did see him.

      “Ah, yeah,” he said when the waiter cleared his throat.  “A pot of English Breakfast tea, Eggs Benedict with bacon and a hash brown, and fruit salad with muesli and yoghurt.”

      The waiter left with his order and Kit pulled out his phone to thumb through the notifications on the screen.  Nobody knew he was in Australia and he didn’t relish the idea of the press finding out.  Hopefully the media at the wedding would be too focussed on Connor to worry about his attendance.  He couldn’t be the only celebrity to be attending and surely he would rank far below Connor’s famous co-stars and the Hollywood crowd that would no doubt be there.  If he was lucky he might just end up as a side comment when the guest list was announced to the world.

      The phone rang in his hand and he sighed as he looked at the name.  His manager was the only one who knew where Kit was and he’d wanted to send out a press release in order to diffuse any rumours that his injury was worse than they’d stated.  Kit had vetoed the idea.  He did not want to the whole world knowing where he was and following him around waiting for him to slip up.  He also didn’t want to be forced into any public appearances.  He’d contemplated visiting his old soccer club while he was in the country but it wasn’t something he wanted to broadcast to the world.

      “Alec,” Kit said into the phone.  “What’s up?”

      “Did you see the news?”

      Kit squeezed his eyes shut and counted to five before replying.  “No,” he said, proud that his voice came out sounding normal.

      “There’re rumours that Everton are interested in you.”

      “I’m staying with Twickenham,” Kit replied.  Besides the fact he’d signed a three year contract with them, he felt he owed them his loyalty.  When everyone else had washed their hands of Kit, TWS had reached out to him and offered him a lifeline.

      “I know,” Alec replied with a sigh.  “But this is good news, Kit.  It means you’re out of the doghouse.”

      “Maybe,” Kit said.

      “No maybe about it.  By tomorrow you’ll have a whole slew of offers, maybe even the coveted Nike sponsorship.”

      “I’m not holding my breath.”

      Getting a Nike sponsorship had been a goal of Kit’s from the moment he’d turned pro.  Now it didn’t seem like such a big deal.  He knew the money would be good, but the pressure to live up to the brand’s expectation was not what he needed.  He’d learned the hard way what happened when those expectations weren’t met.  It wasn’t easy being put on a pedestal.  Those suckers were narrow and god-forbid he lost his balance or proved to the world that he was only human.

      “How’s the knee?” Alec asked, changing tact.

      “Good,” Kit replied, stretching it out under the table.  “Still a little tender, but I’ll survive.”

      “Make sure you contact the doctor while you’re down there.”

      “Yes Mum.”

      “That body of yours is worth a lot of money,” Alec said.  “You need to look after it.”

      “I know, Alec, and I am looking after it.  Stop hovering.”

      “Fine,” he replied.  “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      Kit put the phone face down on the table and let his eyes wander across the restaurant to where Charlie sat.  She tipped her head back and laughed and he couldn’t help smiling.  He liked the sound of her laugh.  He’d found himself searching for reasons to hear it again and again the night before.  He usually wasn’t that talkative or funny, but her laughter and her smile had been addictive.  He wanted to see her again, he just didn’t know how to make it happen without making a fool of himself.

      It was an odd situation for him to be in.  Normally women wouldn’t leave him alone, but Charlie had cheerily waved good night to him and disappeared into her hotel without so much as a backward glance. She hadn’t begged to see him again or even invited him up to her room for a ‘night cap.’  Maybe after the wedding he would seek her out.  He knew where she was staying, after all.  She’d been fun to talk to and he wouldn’t mind spending a little more time with her while he was in the city.
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