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SEPTEMBER 1997



Fifteen-year-old Melissa Stewart glided gracefully across the ice at Northeast Philadelphia’s Wind Song Skating Arena, Rose Royce’s Ooh Boy drifting over the PA. Coach Reuben Levy watched from the sideline, smiling. Suddenly she took off from a forward edge and leaped into the air. Levy stood captivated as she spun through a counterclockwise double axel, her right arm extended above her head, and landed cleanly on her right back outside edge. Stewart had been working on the jump for months and had finally mastered it.

“Yes!” Levy shouted, applauding the feat. She smiled victoriously and continued her routine.

Melissa was Wind Song’s only minority. She took the city bus to practice every day except Sunday. Levy, a former Olympic figure-skating champion, had been coaching her since she was seven. He offered her private lessons for almost nothing after her father’s recent death. Her mother, too proud to accept charity, paid him whatever she could from her dwindling savings.

Stewart was a perfectionist in everything she set out to achieve. Levy had convinced himself she was definite Olympic material, strong, determined, and disciplined. Tardiness and lack of attendance were two things he didn’t accept. Melissa was always ahead of time.

His eyes were quickly drawn to Xavier Clark who’d just entered the arena with a Spalding basketball tucked beneath his arm. Levy sensed trouble whenever the boy stopped by. He’d gotten too chummy with his client. No good could ever come of it. But there was nothing he could do about it. He was only the coach.

The tall, lanky teen had just arrived from his usual pickup game at Seger Park.

Although they remained courteous to each other, Clark unnerved Levy whenever he came by looking for Melissa.

Xavier ignored him and smiled at his beloved gliding and spinning about the ice.  His heart fluttered whenever he saw her.  They had been best friends seemingly forever.

Xavier was a national honor society student with a near perfect GPA and Philadelphia’s top candidate for the prestigious Pro American Basketball Scholarship. The award went to one senior in each state, and recipients were honored in Washington, D.C. before attending any participating college on a full grant in aid.

He was a three-year starter at King of Righteousness Parochial School in West Philadelphia and had captained the Archangels varsity team since his junior year. As a shooting guard, he helped lead them to a district championship and was now up for the school’s MVP award.

Xavier had attended the Philadelphia 76ers Basketball Day Camp every summer since he was nine. On the court, the dashing teen seemed invincible.

His good looks and athletic prowess made him extremely popular around the city. Girls were constantly propositioning him. But his heart belonged solely to Stewart. Both were students at King of Righteousness.

A son of privilege, Xavier’s teammates had nicknamed him Goldy. The name caught on and was known in the streets of Philadelphia. His agemates were always up to challenging him on the basketball courts. But to Melissa he remained Xavier, her childhood friend.

Clark had decided he looked best with his hair cut in a low fade.  Melissa agreed. He was trying to grow a goatee, though it was slow coming in. His father allowed him to shave at fourteen, and gave the boy his first grooming kit. Yet all that had sprouted was a thin mustache that he never touched. A tiny diamond stud decorated his left earlobe. It had once belonged to his father, a Marvin Gaye fan.

At the end of Melissa’s routine, Xavier clapped and hooted loudly to attract her attention. She spotted him on the sideline with Levy and grinned as she skated toward the boards. Levy shook his head disapprovingly, then walked away to his office. He avoided Xavier like the plague and often wished that Melissa was his child so he could tell the lad off once and for all. The boy was trouble in the making.

Xavier caught Melissa in his arms and kissed her. He towered over the girl, but they were cute together.

“Hi, angel!” he greeted in a soft, endearing tone that he reserved just for her. His voice, however, was unusually deep for his age. She loved how the knot in his throat bobbed up and down when he spoke.

“Xavier, I finally nailed that double axel. Did you see me?”

He shrugged, not wanting to admit that he had missed the highlight of her routine. Xavier wasn’t interested in figure skating. He was partial to Melissa’s figure which looked especially tight in the skirted leotard she was wearing. Skating was the only time she was allowed to let her beauty shine. Her mother ran a strict household off the ice; no sparkles, makeup or glamour nails.

“I’m sure it was the lick,” he replied as he looked her over salaciously.

Melissa smiled to mask her disappointment. “You aren’t so bad yourself, Mister MVP.” She stroked his face ever so gently. Stubble was growing in now. The man was nearing eighteen.

“Xavier, you have that Pro American Scholarship in the bag. Have you decided on a college yet?”

“We’ll know by early spring,” he answered with a shrug. “My father wants me at Penn. I’m the only son, and it’s Ivy League. He says we need to keep striving for excellence.” 

“Awesome!  They have a gnarly skating rink.  Maybe I can join you there if I ever pass trigonometry.”

Xavier smiled dreamily at how beautiful she was. He’d always wanted a girl that equaled his mother’s beauty. He found that in Melissa. She usually styled her hair in a bun or a long French braid for practice. He reached out to play with the hair that had gone wild during her routine.

“Can we play the game today?” he asked in a low seductive tone.

Melissa smiled and lowered her head bashfully. His “game” had grown increasingly intimate ever since he introduced her to it in his bedroom a month ago. The dare of making out in his parents’ home excited him. She’d taken a cab to Cheltenham that day after practice. Xavier summoned her when he knew his parents wouldn’t be around. She had not wanted to comply but knew there were always other girls around him who would. They hadn’t gone all the way yet, but Melissa knew he’d eventually insist. She didn’t like to disappoint.

“Xavier, you know my mom’s on second shift at the dry cleaners every weekend. I’m supposed to watch Isaac and Rebecca while she’s away. She’s waiting on me to return from practice.”

“Fine!” he said with a smile and shrug.  “Anyway, I’ll drive you home.  We can do our thing once you put your brother and sister to bed.”

She sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Your thing is gonna get us into a lot of trouble one day.”

Xavier laughed.  “You make me crazy inside, girl!  Now if you can’t please me then who will?”

Melissa folded her arms and shot him a threatening look.  “No one unless you want your parents to attend your funeral!”  

Xavier grinned and kissed her again.  It felt nice to be wanted in return.  “Let me help you with those skates!”

Melissa entered the sideline. They sat down on the low-pile carpeted floor to remove her boots.
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SIX MONTHS LATER, SPRING 1998



Xavier lay awake in his upstairs bedroom. Morning had crept up on him before he even realized. The birds outside his window woke him, their singing cutting through the quiet. He got up to readjust the blinds. Warm sun rays beamed through, nearly blinding him. It was almost time to start out for school, yet he dropped back onto the bed to think. In a few more months it wouldn’t be his room anymore. He was a senior now, already halfway to college. The Pro-American scholarship was all his. The selection board had made their decision only days ago. His parents were throwing him a party this evening.

Time had moved by quickly. His eyes traveled around the room given to him at the age of three. He had shared a nursery with his sister before that. The adults cleared the room of memorabilia just for him. His mother made the space feel warm and personal, even ordering an extra-large storage bed when his growth spurt kicked in. 

Everything matched to a fault, including the soft furnishings. She let him hang his sports posters, but they had to be framed. An encased ABA ball sat mid-center on the tallboy. It was signed by Julius Erving, a friend of hers. A maid came in now and then to tidy up. It was one of the perks of being the son of a celebrity. Inwardly, he wondered what the big deal was. Reporters were always hanging around, but not one had ever asked to see their bedrooms. His mother, he concluded, was obsessed with orderliness.

It had been Joshua’s room before his. The man was like a ghost. No one in the family had seen or heard from him in years. Joshua had bounced between here and Mama Elaine’s old home in Germantown. There were photos of those days in the family room downstairs. Publicity shots of Xavier’s mother hung among them. They’d called her Superstar back then. Joshua was her biggest fan. In one photo they stood together, her long, flowing hair marking the era. But to Xavier, the Superstar would always be just Mom.

His stomach was still rumbling. Mama Elaine’s banana pudding was undoubtedly the culprit. He’d gone against his mother’s advice and helped himself to two large servings, nearly clearing the dish. His undershirt and crew socks were on the floor next to the bed. He’d discarded them sometime during the night as his temperature rose. His mother would call him a slob if she saw. For years, he’d lived under the threat of his father’s leather belt and kept the room tidy for her.

Xavier grimaced as he rubbed his midriff. The digital Sony cube on his nightstand read 7 AM. He had to make a decision about school fast. He wondered if his parents would let him rest. The upper classes were taking mid-terms all week. There were makeup days for students with valid absences. He decided to try his luck. His mother was surely making breakfast by now. He got up and left the room, wearing nothing more than a pair of CK underpants.

Dolores’s cheerful humming brought a smile to his face when he reached the kitchen. He leaned against the archway, watching her prepare the usual café con leche and Cuban toast. She was beautiful, no signs of aging, a picture of perfection. His father was a fortunate man. She was still in her robe, probably undecided about what to wear. Her walk-in closet was stocked with more clothes and shoes than she could use.

Five heaping spoonfuls of Café Bustelo, just enough for two cups. His parents never let him indulge. He supposed his hyperactivity was to blame. There was orange juice in the fridge for him. She screwed the pot’s upper chamber on with ease. It was time to get the espresso going. Her breath caught when she turned with the moka pot in hand.

“Son, you scared me half to death. Why aren’t you dressed for school? Is this the way we come down for breakfast?”

“Mom, my stomach’s queasy. Can I stay out today?”

His heart skipped a beat when she kissed her teeth, her eyes washing over him. Dolores set the pot on a front burner. 

“Serves you right,” she scoffed adjusting the flame to medium heat. “Gluttony is a sin, Xavier. I told you it would be this way. Mama made that pudding for all of us, not just you.”

“Yeah, well, can I?”

“What’s the boy asking for?” Manuel intervened as he brushed past him.

His father always took breakfast at the island whenever he was in a hurry. He had his briefcase in hand, ready to walk out the door in the handsome Hickey Freeman suit his wife laid out for him.

“To lay out of school,” Dolores said. “Last night’s dessert has come back to haunt him.”

Manuel settled on a stool and exhaled, his eyes locked on Xavier as he placed his case on the counter.

“Xave, if I go to work, then you need to be in class. Those are the rules around here. Besides, isn’t it exam week?”

“It sure is,” Dolores said, placing buttered long bread in the panini press. She preferred fresh pan sobao to pan cubano and always sliced the quarters on a diagonal for easy dunking. There would be soft scrambled eggs for him if he wasn’t sick.

Xavier frowned and rubbed his stomach. “Y’all, I don’t feel good. I’m not putting on. How can you send me to school like this?”

His pleas never failed to tug at Dolores’s heart. She rolled her eyes, lifting the press off the bread, then approached to feel his forehead. He was still warm. She glanced back at her husband, frowning.

“Honey, he’s burning up.”

“Told you,” Xavier said.

“Maybe we should take him to the doctor.”

Manuel shook his head. “Dolores, I can’t call out of work because he’s got gas. My clients depend on me. Make him put some clothes on! March is tricky weather.”

“Well, they aren’t gonna see him without one of us. He’s still a minor.”

“Y’all, I don’t need a doctor. Just let me rest.”

Someone knocked at the side door, pulling their attention away. No one but family used that entrance. Their daughter Marian had a key.

“Hm. I wonder who that could be,” Dolores said, then left Xavier’s side and went to the door. She opened it and found her husband’s likeness standing there, smiling helplessly. Dolores gasped.

“Ay, Dios mío!”

Joshua caught her before she fell.
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Joyce Elaine Clark had dreamed of a career in fashion since childhood. She marveled over the beautiful people on television and in magazines. On Sundays she wore her finest. It was expected of her, the only daughter of Major Clark, a Pentecostal minister from rural North Carolina.

Major moved his family to Philadelphia hoping his children would have access to better schools and a wider range of opportunities. They had started life out in a rundown tenement building in Black Bottom. The elder trusted that the Lord would watch over them. 

Their next move came sooner than anticipated when their building was purchased by the West Philadelphia Corporation just two years later. Major and his wife Elaine were gainfully employed by then. They purchased a row house in West Germantown and enrolled the children in a private Quaker academy in the area on scholarship.

The Clark children continued to excel academically despite losing their father in 1963. Joyce matriculated at Lincoln on a scholarship. Her brother Manuel was a third-year economics major at the same institution, and he went on to study law at Temple. Joyce set aside her own ambitions to fulfill her father's dream. She earned a bachelor’s in education, but the achievement came at a cost. The pressure of her coursework fed her drinking, and Joyce was a full-fledged alcoholic by the time she graduated. Even so, she began a ten-year career with the Philadelphia County Public School System.

By the latter eighties, Joyce had grown weary of the school district’s bureaucracy. She opened Clark Beauty School on Germantown Avenue with a government grant and a personal bank loan. She aimed to combine fashion with her teaching experience, helping inner-city youth build real financial independence. 

There were four instructors to date and twenty students per session. The school maintained a high Gainful Employment rate. Joyce made a habit of tracking her students’ progress after graduation, and her school offered job placement at no additional cost. Ten years in, she’d added a comprehensive small-business course to the curriculum, which she taught herself.

Breana Waters was a nineteen-year-old student attending on a grant at Clark. Known as Bree around the shop, she often pulled clients in from the streets. Yet her loyalty ceased the moment a sparkling emerald Lexus parallel parked on the opposite side of the school. She abandoned her client in haste to see the Superstar step out of the car.

“Oh, here she comes, y’all!” she called, bouncing excitedly before the barred display window. “My mama used to talk about her all the time, said she was a big star back in the day.”

Her classmates quickly gathered to witness Dolores Clark’s grand monthly entrance, leaning over each other to get a view. They’d left Jeff, their supervisor for the day, alone with the model he’d been demonstrating on. Hands on his hips now, his mouth agape, he could hardly believe their nerve.

“Hm. Well, it looks like she’s still caked up to me,” said Shawna Atkins, smacking on a deflated piece of Bubblicious. Shawna had received a full scholarship to Clark through the Workforce Investment Act.

Jeff approached with his usual light, deliberate stride, hands moving expressively as he came. The Superstar was his muse, the one person who could pull him away from his work. He wanted to see what she was wearing. Jeff owned a nail bar not far from the school. Dolores was one of his clients. They’d met through Joyce, her in-law.

Dolores had come dressed in a cream tweed skirt suit that showed off her long, shapely legs. A matching purse hung from her right shoulder. All Prada, Jeff supposed. That seemed to be her favorite. Her eyes were shielded from the high-noon glare by gold-tone, oval-frame sunglasses. A gentle breeze lifted her hair as she started toward the shop with ease in costly stilettos. It was as though she knew they were watching. 

The Philadelphia native gained notoriety in the sixties, performing American pop in Spanish, English, and Italian. A trained dancer since the age of three, Dolores Aponte had showcased her talents across Europe and appeared in several commercials and films. She retired early from show business to raise a family but remained beloved in her community. From time to time, she made promotional appearances for major cosmetic, health, and fashion corporations. As a liaison for the Philadelphia Youth Council of Accountability, she also counseled and mentored local youth.

“Now that son of hers is the one who’s boss,” Shawna said, primping her hair. “He was dating that Stewart girl, last I heard. Shoot. Let him mess around and see me. I’ll give ole girl a run for her money, fah sho.”

Jeff rolled his eyes and let out an exaggerated sigh. “Child, please. You little hood rats don’t stand a chance against an Olympic ice-skating contender.”

Bree turned to Shawna with a puzzled expression.

“Whatever happened to Stewart, anyway?”

“The word around town is she about to become his baby mama,” Shawna announced, then blew a wide bubble. It popped, leaving residue across her lips.

Jeff watched in revulsion as she peeled the gum from her face and jabbed it back into her mouth. He had been on their case every day about proper business etiquette.

“That’s just hearsay,” he insisted. “I would’ve known by now if it were true.”

“Yeah, you know Miss Dolores and Miss Joyce one love,” Bree agreed.

“And you know how Joyce loves to brag about her weebles,” Jeff teased.

“Well, I suppose it is just gossip,” Shawna said. “Because it sure would be embarrassing for Miss Dolores if it were true. Remember how she used to come talk to us at school about graduating and doing the right thing?”

“Umh. Well, it sure didn’t do you heifers any good,” Jeff said, “standing here in cosmetology school with a GED.” He laughed as he returned to his model. “Now stop being nosy and get back to your stations. Time is money.”

Everyone hurried back to their places only seconds before the bell over the front door chimed. “Good morning, Miss Dolores,” the students offered in unison.

Dolores removed her shades and flashed her perfect smile.

“Buenos días, jovencitas!” she answered jubilantly. “How is everyone today?”

Jeff was visibly offended. She’d left him out again. He cleared his throat for attention.

“Joyce is on a business call in the office,” he explained. “I’ll tell her you’re here, Dolores.” He made his way toward the back of the shop. 

Dolores understood her mistake and was quick to make amends. She knew exactly how to handle it.

“Oh and Jeff, I received the most compliments on that gel manicure you gave me last month! Muchas gracias, Señor!”

Jeff struggled hopelessly to contain his smile. He shooed her and entered the back room.

Dolores laughed quietly as she took a seat in the lobby area.  

The star-struck students looked on in awe while she flipped through the latest issue of Black Enterprise.

Dolores Aponte-Clark was still a flawless beauty. Yet, she was filled with motherly wisdom. She kept her gaze lowered, smiling helplessly at the admiration.

Joyce soon entered from a room in back. She always kept it business and came to work dressed impeccably.

“Good afternoon, Dolores. How long you been waiting?” Joyce spoke loud enough for the students to snap back to work. 

“Actually, I just got here, Joyce. I’m not in a hurry. Just take your time.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that! Honey, it gets hectic around here come inspection time. We’ve been working hard to get this place ready. They just love to pay us surprise visits, you know.”

“Joyce, you have nothing to worry about. You’ve been in business for nearly ten years. Your record speaks for itself. This place is spotless! And your service is superior. Jeff and these young ladies are doing an excellent job.”

The students smiled proudly much to her satisfaction.

“Yeah, well, I hope you’re right about that, girl. I sure don’t need another problem.”

Joyce stopped by each station for a quick evaluation. There was something about Bree’s client that didn’t look right. She reached out to touch the girl’s hair. It felt spongy, and her scalp looked irritated.  Bree had obviously skipped the neutralizer again. 

“Girl, what on earth have you done to this child’s head?” 

The patron stood abruptly and hurried to the nearest mirror to check for herself. 

Joyce just shook her head and walked away. Margie, her receptionist knew how to handle it.

“Follow me, Dolores. We can talk while I finish up this paperwork for the bank. I’m still paying off the mortgage on this place.”

Dolores looked concerned for the weeping girl as she stood with her purse and followed Joyce back to the office.

“Joyce, is she gonna be all right?” she asked along the way.

“Oh, it’ll grow back. We’ll treat the scalp and refund her money. She’ll be fine.” 

Joyce returned to her high-back swivel and waited patiently for her guest to settle down. She kept two Samsonite chairs for visitors on the other side of her Steelcase. Dolores claimed one and sat regally. The papers spread before Joyce obviously held more importance; a box of Dunkin’ Donuts and a takeout coffee cup sat untouched on the desk. She finally opened the lukewarm mocha, took a sip, then got back to work. 

“Honey, that sure was a brave little soul to have sat down in Bree’s chair. She’s my worst student ever!”

Dolores found no humor in the situation as she watched Joyce laugh, her Waterman Carène gliding over the documents. 

“So, what brings you by today?” Joyce asked. “Your hair still looks fresh as the day we set it.”

“An old road trick, honey,” Dolores explained. She grabbed a photo album from off the desk and began turning through the school’s annual student fashion show pictures. A diehard fashion enthusiast herself, she sponsored Joyce’s event every year.

“Joshua’s back.”

“Ah, so our surprise went over well, huh? Heard you fainted right in his arms.”

Dolores looked up and found her still writing, a sly smile tugging at her lips.

“You mean you knew?”

“Girl, you know he’s gonna see his mama first. We got a call from him a while ago. Said he’d be in the area real soon. I’m having a get-together for him in a few days, just family. Be there!”

“Well, I just thought I’d drop by and invite you to the celebration we’re having in Xavier’s honor. He’s been awarded the Pro-American Athletic Scholarship. We’re all very excited for him. He’ll be going to Washington soon.”

Joyce settled back in her chair and sighed. “I don’t know Dolores. I’m really not in a partying mood. I have to find a way to tell that child out yonder that I’m gonna have to let her go. Now you know that’s hurting me inside. The main reason I opened this place was to give kids like Breana a break.”

Dolores looked up from the book, meeting her eyes at once. “Oh, come on, Joyce! You’re just making up excuses. You’ve always had a special way with kids. Now who did Marian and Xavier run to when they couldn’t get their way at home? Auntie Joyce, that’s who. I’m sure you’ll find a way to handle the situation. You always do. We simply cannot have a celebration without you, dear.”

Her nephew’s roguish smile suddenly came to mind and made Joyce laugh. He’d always been full of mischief. “Speaking of Xave, I thought I saw that boy in traffic when he should’ve been in class. I missed breakfast and stepped out for a box of sinkers, and lo and behold, your boy rolls right past me on my way back to the shop.”

Dolores shook her head. 

“Mmm, no. Uh-uh. It must have been someone who looked like Xavier. My baby’s at home today with a bad stomach. We had your mother’s banana pudding for dessert last night. Xavier had more than his share. He’s always been lactose intolerant, you know.  I warned him. But he’s at that age when they just don’t listen anymore.”

Joyce rocked with silent laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Dolores asked. 

“Nothing.”

Dolores hated being mocked. She put the album back in place, still locking eyes with her in-law.

“Joyce?”

Joyce took a cruller from the box and sampled it to keep from laughing out loud. Another sip of coffee followed.

“Dolores, when are you gonna wake up and realize that Xavier be pulling the wool over your eyes every chance he gets? He knows he’s your favorite. Mark my words, honey. He’ll be feeling just fine by the time his guests arrive.” 

“Joyce, I resent that! My son has never lied to me nor his father.”

“No, he just plays with the truth.”

“And Joyce, you know that I’ve always treated my children equally.”

“Well, I won’t argue with you there, sister-girl, but I know that was my nephew I saw today. A ’96 Preto Etna Fiat Barchetta, license plate XAV 81. And he wasn’t alone. Dolores, I’m trying to tell you, girl! Xave and Melissa cut class today to fool around. They’re probably back at your place doing you know what.”

“Oh, what nonsense! Xavier’s never done anything like that before. Besides, he and Melissa are honor students.”

“Yeah, but he’s at that age, Dolores. You just said it yourself. He’s a young man now. Girl, his hormones are going crazy! And you know he’s impulsive. If y’all don’t check him, he’s bound to become a father before he’s ready.”

Dolores sat speechless, studying Joyce. Her sister-in-law had a sharp eye for cars; everyone knew it.

“So what kinda service you want today?” Joyce asked.

Dolores had forgotten all about the school. She sighed and examined her nails with a bleak expression.

“Hm. Well, I suppose I could use another manicure. What do you think?”

Joyce chuckled as Dolores offered her hands for inspection.

“Girl, you like to live dangerously, don’t you? Bree’s done with hair today. Supposed to be working on nails. And you’re up next.”

Dolores withdrew her hands quickly.
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The Clarks had purchased their Montgomery estate only months before their daughter Marian was born. It sat nestled in an enclave to itself, with an adjoining side lot and a deep rear parcel they acquired for privacy. Most people mistook the area for part of Wyndmoor, but the home actually straddled two townships as part of a small unincorporated community. Built in 1926, the gabled Tudor Revival had undergone two extensive renovations in their time there. Its lush grounds were kept immaculate year-round by a landscaping crew, while a housekeeper came by every two weeks.

Xavier’s roadster was parked in the manor’s wide cobblestone driveway. It had been a sweet sixteen birthday gift from his parents. The lot featured a regulated basketball goal erected just for him.

The parlor was where reporters had gotten a glimpse of their daily life for years. It was located on the home’s ground floor. The family usually unwound there for the day. There were custom-made oversized furnishings that gave the room a cozy feel. Its inbuilt wall unit contained a vast library of vinyl LPs. There was also an array of family awards on display. Shining among them were Dolores’s numerous arts and humanity awards. The room was complete with a modern home theater and a B&O hi-fi system. Family portraits and a few of Dolores’s promotional posters adorned the walls.

Daylight shone in through the panes in the room's French doors and adjoining casement windows. The opening led to the estate's patio and inground swimming pool where Dolores had taught her children how to swim.

Xavier and Melissa sat close together on the loveseat as a Hi-Five video played across the giant Fujitsu plasma. The music filled the room, but Melissa’s uneasiness grew as Xavier leaned in, trying to pull her into a moment she wasn’t ready for.
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