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Prologue

 

 

Nineteen years ago

 

Rachael Reeves chewed on the end of her long, mousy blond braid, wide-eyed at the drama playing out in Casey Madison’s basement. Casey, at age ten a year younger than Rachael, kept circling the ratty mattress centered on the concrete floor where Rachael, Katherine Tipton, and Kat Roth were sitting. Casey’s short, honey-colored hair flapped in rhythm with her arms.

“It’s my house!” Casey yelled at Katherine.

“I’m the oldest!” Katherine yelled back.

Katherine, just turned thirteen, was the oldest of the Pen Pal Sisterhood. She was also the bossiest. They were bickering again, this time about who got to hold the paper bag that would hold the fortunes that they were all going to write.

Casey hadn’t seemed nearly so bratty in her pen pal letters, or Katherine nearly so bossy. Kat, the fourth member of the Sisterhood and only weeks younger than her near name-twin Katherine, did match her pen pal letters pretty well. Kat was super nice, but so brilliantly smart and majorly rich she scared the spit out of Rachael.

“Okay,” Casey finally said. “Whatever.” She flounced off then, stomping loudly up the wooden stairs out of the basement.

While Katherine mumbled and grumbled under her breath about Casey, flipping her black shoulder-length hair this way and that, Kat looked over at Rachael and winked. And just like that, Rachael was so glad her step-mom Bette had scraped together the airfare to fly Rachael from Indiana to Casey Madison’s rundown Southern California house.

Really, Rachael decided, she was the luckiest girl alive. Lucky because her stepmom had read the article about pen pals in Kids Today magazine. Lucky because when Bette wrote to the address given in the magazine, Rachael had gotten matched up with the best friends an eleven-year-old girl could have. Even bratty Casey and bossy Katherine.

Casey thundered back down the stairs, pencils and paper in one hand, a rumpled brown lunch bag in the other. “I tried to find pink paper, but plain white was the only color Shar could find.”

Shar, along with Elizabeth, were Casey’s older sisters. None of the three girls looked anything alike and when Rachael arrived two days ago, she’d asked about that. Katherine had glared at her and shushed her. Kat was the one who told her later that the three girls all had different fathers.

Casey handed Rachael a sheet of paper and a pencil stub. “I couldn’t find scissors. You’ll have to tear the paper into strips for your fortunes.”

Katherine harrumphed at that, but she proceeded to carefully tear off six narrow strips of paper. Even though Katherine had agreed to Casey’s idea of writing fortunes, Rachael was pretty sure the oldest girl didn’t like the fact that the idea had been Casey’s.

But Katherine didn’t seem to like much of anything. She complained a lot about Casey’s old, creaky house, and she didn’t like it that all their meals came from a box. But when Shar and Elizabeth were the ones doing all the cooking while their mother seemed to sleep all day, Rachael thought they were doing a pretty good job.

Rachael creased her paper with her thumbnail so her strips tore as neatly as possible. Then she stared down at the white strips, her mind a blank.

A fortune. A prediction. It shouldn’t be so hard, especially when there were really only two rules. Number one, they had to be something that could really happen. It couldn’t be something like You’re going to be a vampire or You’ll learn to turn invisible. Or, Ryan Jones of the Princely Boys will fall in love with you, much as Rachael might want that to come true.

Number two was they weren’t allowed to get help on their predictions. That was hard for Rachael because the longer she stared at the strips of paper, the less of an idea she had of what to write. Everything she thought of like Your little sisters will grow up and move away or You’ll get your Daddy all to yourself sometimes would only apply to her. Casey’s sisters were both older and she didn’t know who her daddy was. Katherine and Kat were both onlies so no sisters at all and they didn’t have to share their daddies with anyone.

While Rachael chewed on her pencil, Katherine got up and stretched, then before you knew it, she was peeking over Kat’s shoulder for ideas. Casey saw what she was doing and yelled that Katherine was breaking the rules. Katherine told Casey she was just a little kid and why was she the one making the rules anyway? That started a new round of bickering until the basement rang with noise and Shar had to come down to shush them before they woke their mother and set her on another rampage.

The way Casey’s mom screamed and hollered and stunk of booze morning to night, Rachael should be glad her daddy and stepmom were so good to her. And she was glad. Even though three-year-old Beulah and Bonnie got hold of her troll doll collection and cut all their hair off. Even though they tore up all her Princely Boys posters, even the autographed one of Ryan Jones.

They wouldn’t be little forever, Daddy always said. Someday they’d be off on their own and Rachael would miss them.

She was really looking forward to missing her baby sisters. She looked forward to having some nice things that sticky fingers wouldn’t ruin. She couldn’t wait to being able to put up new posters of Ryan Jones and spend hours gazing at him without worrying he’d be ripped to shreds.

Rachael let herself dream of Ryan Jones, of how it would feel to kiss him for real instead of on paper. And just like that, she knew what her fortunes should be. She wrote the words in neat cursive, using the concrete floor as a desk.

She folded the slips neatly, then dropped them into the paper bag that Katherine held out. Once Katherine had collected them all, she shook the bag, then let Casey, the youngest, go first. Rachael got second pick, and she tickled the slips of paper with her fingers, hoping for just the right fortune. The folded strip she pulled out didn’t look like one of hers. She hoped it wasn’t one of Katherine’s, which was sure to be practical.

After Kat and Katherine took a turn, they all shared. Casey wrinkled her nose at hers—Someday you will fall in love. Kat must have written that. Rachael couldn’t imagine either of the other two girls writing that kind of fortune.

Rachael opened hers and smiled with relief when she read it. This must be one of Kat’s.

She held it out so the others could see. Someone special will find you. Someone special, like Ryan Jones.

Kat’s opened hers and laughed before reading it out loud. You will eat lots of chocolate. From Casey’s grin, Rachael figured the rambunctious girl had written it. It made sense for Kat since her family owned a candy company.

Katherine’s was something boring about being a big success in life. Rachael could tell the older girl was disappointed by it, even though she was trying not to show it. After Rachael carefully tucked her own fortune in her jeans pocket, she reached over and patted Katherine’s shoulder to comfort her. 

Then Elizabeth called down into the basement, letting them all know she’d just made some popcorn. As Rachael followed Casey and Kat upstairs, she reached into her pocket so she could feel the slip of paper again.

In her mind’s eye, she re-read the words. Someone special will find you. 

She smiled, imagining Ryan Jones waiting for her at the top of the stairs, his warm brown eyes beckoning her into his arms.


Chapter 1

 

 

“Rachael!”

Rachael Reeves hunched over her sewing machine, pressing the floor pedal harder. The motor’s growl dampened but didn’t quite drown out her stepsister Beulah’s imperious command.

“Rachael!”

Her stepsister Bonnie had picked up the call, shouting up the twist of stairs to Rachael’s sewing room. Their voices echoed off the walls of the rambling Indiana farmhouse and battered insistently at Rachael’s ears. Narrowing her focus on the rapid bite of needle into fabric, Rachael nudged her machine into top speed.

“Rachael!”

The last impatient cry coincided with the end of the bobbin thread and Rachael could have wept with frustration. She’d have to refill the bobbin before she continued and her idleness gave her stepsisters the opportunity to interrupt with whatever craziness they were up to this time.

Not that Rachael didn’t revel in the liveliness of her two drop-dead gorgeous stepsisters. After all, if Rachael’s life had to be dull as soapsuds, at least she could be entertained by sitting on the sidelines of her stepsisters’ adventures. But lately, a strange restlessness had overtaken her, and being a bystander to excitement had begun to lose its appeal.

Out of habit, Rachael’s fingers crept toward the slim strip of paper tucked inside her notions box. She unfolded the worn slip, careful not to tear the fragile creases, then reread it with a sigh. Someone special will find you.

Well, that had been a lie. Unless you counted the poster plastered on her wall of thirty-five-year-old Ryan Jones as someone.

No longer a Princely Boy, the recovering drug addict was now a Viagra pitchman. Beulah and Bonnie had wheedled the two-foot by three-foot picture of Ryan out of the pharmacist at the local CVS. It had been their only gift to Rachael for her thirtieth birthday. 

Ryan’s smile was more depressing than cheering. His happy-go-lucky air reminded Rachael that he’d done more living in his first sixteen years than she’d done in all of her thirty.

She made a face at the poster of her one-time heartthrob as Beulah popped into the room. The girl’s rich auburn hair was appealingly mussed by the run up the stairs. Rachael quickly dropped the fortune back in the notions box.

“There you are,” Beulah gasped out.

“As if I’d be anywhere else,” Rachael muttered. The flash of hurt in Beulah’s eyes made Rachael regret the uncharacteristic bitterness in her voice. She flashed her stepsister a smile. “What’s up, Sis?”

Bonnie hurried into the sun-washed sewing room. Beulah fluttered an impatient hand at her twin. “Show her,” Beulah ordered.

Bonnie slapped a square of newspaper on the sewing machine cabinet. “Pancakes, Rachael,” she said, gesturing at the clipped article. “We need pancakes.”

Since Beulah and Bonnie rarely made sense on first hearing, Rachael turned her attention to the newspaper clipping for clarification. Her eyes scanned the fuzzy photograph topping the scrap of paper first, stuttering to a stop on the face of the man standing off to the side in the picture.

Jack Hanford, CEO of Hanford House of Pancakes, she read from the photo’s caption.

Rachael ran a fingertip across the man’s arresting face, wishing the picture were sharper and in color. His hair was dark—black or brown?—and his eyes light, definitely blue. She had the urge to hold the bit of newsprint up and at an angle, so that the man in the picture would look at her.

He looked close to Ryan Jones’s current age, mid-thirties, but without the bleariness in his face that Jones’ debauchery had wrought. She bet this man didn’t need Viagra.

“Well?” Beulah pressed, flapping a hand at the clipping .

Rachael dragged herself from her straying thoughts. She held the article closer, doing her best to ignore the picture. She skimmed the text quickly, her eidetic memory locking in each word, then located the part that no doubt had her stepsisters in a tizzy.

“Do you love pancakes? Do you have what it takes to sell the fastest growing family restaurant chain in the tri-state area? Then Hanford House of Pancakes wants YOU as their spokeswoman! Come show us your stuff April 12th, 2 pm at Town Hall.”

“That’s today,” Rachael said, rubbing a hand over her brow.

Beulah gripped Rachael’s shoulder, brimming with excitement. “It’s our big chance!”

“Our golden opportunity!” Bonnie chimed in.

Rachael shook her head with a sigh. When the egg commission sought a representative for their local television spots a year ago, Beulah and Bonnie demanded egg costumes, complete with baby chicks trailing along on ribbon leashes. The ribbons tangled around Bonnie’s ankles and she stumbled into Beulah, who tumbled into the lap of the head of the egg commission.

“I suppose you want pancake costumes,” Rachael said, wishing her lack of enthusiasm would dissuade her stepsisters.

“Yes!” Beulah exclaimed, undeterred. “With a big pat of butter right here.” She swatted Bonnie’s midsection, nearly doubling her sister over.

“And a dollop of syrup here,” Bonnie added, planting a fist in the middle of Beulah’s back.

They’d be at each other’s throats in another minute. Rachael wondered again when these twenty-two-year-old children would ever grow up. Their frequent bickering made her feel positively ancient at thirty, as if she were their mother instead of older sister.

As a ten-year-old, Rachael had fallen in love with two-year-old fraternal twins Bonnie and Beulah when her stepmother, Bette, had first introduced them. When they never seemed to grow out of their “terrible twos,” Rachael’s affection turned to a longing for the quiet home she used to share with her widower father.

But then a car accident claimed both their parents five years ago, and Rachael was glad for the company of her sisters. The day after the funeral, they’d agreed that they would stay together until Beulah and Bonnie finished college and were on their own.

But in five years, her stepsisters had completed only a handful of classes. They had flitted from one part-time job to another. Rachael did love them, and understood how difficult their mother’s death had been on them. But at times like this, pushed to the edge of irritation by their wheedling and nagging, she’d just as soon chuck them both out of the house.

“It’s nearly ten already,” Rachael said, interrupting her uncharitable thoughts. “I haven’t the time to make costumes.”

Beulah batted her eyelashes. “Oh, Rachael, you can do it. You can do anything.”

“Please, please, please,” Bonnie tossed in.

Rachael shut her eyes so she wouldn’t have to see their pleading faces. It occurred to her that no-nonsense Katherine Tipton Walker would know how to say no. Sweet but efficient Kat Roth would let Beulah and Bonnie down easy, but she’d refuse. Even goofy Casey Madison would say, No way.

But Rachael was a wimp.

With a sigh, she opened her eyes again and gazed down again at the scrap of paper in her hand. What would it be like, she wondered, to have a prince—not a wannabe like Princely Boy Ryan Jones, but a real prince of a guy like Jack Hanford—sweep her away from all this? 

Rachael put aside her fanciful thoughts and said, “Bring down those fifties poodle skirts I made you last Halloween. I’ll take off the poodles and sew on a few pancakes.”

“You’re a doll,” Beulah said, bending from her statuesque height to give Rachael a kiss.

“A sweetheart,” Bonnie chimed in, nearly squeezing the breath from Rachael with her affectionate hug.

“But I won’t go with you this time,” Rachael added sternly. “The egg fiasco was quite enough, thank you.”

“Whatever you say, Rach,” Beulah said as the two raced for the door.

They left the clipping behind when they scurried off to find the skirts, and Rachael allowed herself a few more moments to admire Jack Hanford. She could just make out a cleft in his chin and Rachael imagined what it would be like to run her thumb along that slight indentation. A shiver coursed up her spine at the vivid fantasy.

Her stepsisters’ footsteps clattered in the hall, nearing the sewing room again. Rachael slipped the clipping into her pocket with a smile, glad to have something new to feed her dreams.



* * *

 

Four hours later, Rachael was parking her pumpkin-orange Toyota in the Town Hall parking lot, Beulah and Bonnie bouncing with excitement in the back seat. She’d barely turned off the engine before her stepsisters scrambled out, gray felt skirts flouncing in the April breeze.

Rachael climbed out of the car more sedately, wondering why in the world she was here. She wanted to think it was because Beulah and Bonnie had begged her to come, but she’d learned long ago to tune out her two stepsisters when the need arose.

Admit it, Rachael, you’re here to see Jack Hanford.

Okay, so she wanted just a glimpse of him to see if the reality held up to the princely fantasy she’d spun around his picture. She knew it wouldn’t. Reality had always had a tendency to let her down. He would probably turn out to have warts on his nose or some other blemish that had been artfully airbrushed out of the photo.

But she had to see, she had to be certain, so Rachael trailed behind her stepsisters down Main Street toward Town Hall. The early morning shower had kissed the air with sweetness, christened the vivid green fields of Indiana corn. She should be back in her sewing room, admiring the spring day outside her window, not trotting along after her stepsisters.

Up ahead, Town Hall fairly burst at the seams with people, roiled with the sound of voices. Rachael’s footsteps faltered as she approached the near riot. She hated a brouhaha—so why was she here?

Because her stepsisters had asked, she told herself.

Because he might be here, and this would be my only chance to see him, a little voice retorted.

You’re setting yourself up for disappointment, Rachael told herself as she elbowed her way through a pack of pancake-costumed blondes. She half-expected Bonnie and Beulah to kick up a fuss about that, but Beulah tossed her head at the butter-bedecked crew and sniffed, “How unoriginal.”

Rachael hid a smile as she slipped into an empty seat in the back of Town Hall. Her sisters marched up to the front of the room to take their place in a line of hopefuls registering for the audition. The stage up front was crammed with people and the photographer from the Blue Hills Gazette was snapping shot after shot of the varied crowd.

When Rachael caught herself straining to see through the mass of people up front, she knew darn well who she was looking for. Impatient with herself, she decided she might as well seek him out. Once she’d assured herself her prince was really a frog, she could put her mind at rest.

She caught a tantalizing glimpse of two men seated behind a table on the stage. The older man popped into clear view once or twice, but his companion seemed to be always half-concealed by some bizarrely costumed body. The glint of blue eyes teased her, a broad gray-suited shoulder winked in and out of sight. It was all Rachael could do to keep from barreling through the crowd to get a clear look at him.

Then, as if a sprinkling of fairy dust had kissed him, the crowd parted just as a sunbeam slanted from the high windows. Rachael squeezed her eyes shut a moment, then looked again. But her brain, scampering with excitement through the halls of her imagination, continued to be fooled.

He was a god. An Adonis. A miracle of masculine beauty. The sun gilded the curls of his yummy chocolate brown hair, illuminated the warm blue of his eyes. If his shoulders were any broader he’d need a warning label; if that shadowy cleft in his chin were any deeper, he’d need a license for it.

Rachael gasped against the quickening pace of her heart, shivered against the honeyed warmth that seeped into her nerves. A steaming stack of pancakes had nothing on this man; he could melt butter with just one glance of his hot blue gaze.

Which against all reasoning, began moving through the crowd, past the rows of flapjack enthusiasts, as if searching out Rachael in the back of the room. And for a heart-stopping moment, his gaze settled on her as if no one else existed, as if he’d spent his whole life looking just for her.

Angels sang, pixies danced, Rachael surely floated six inches from her chair.

Then the next griddle cake applicant blocked her view. And like the soapsuds her life resembled, her fantasy burst.

 

* * *

 

Who the hell was that woman?

Jack Hanford tried to lean past the brunette dressed like a bottle of maple syrup for another glimpse of the diminutive blonde in the back of the room. But each time he tipped his head past the maple leaf emblazoned costume, another body in the teeming room blocked his view.

Ah, there she was. Her shoulder-length pale-blond hair skimmed her jaw, half-concealing her face. Her eyes seemed too light for brown; hazel maybe. And out of this crowd of nutcases his father’s ad had shaken loose from the cracks, she was the only one dressed as a normal person.

After the garish parade of the past hour, the muted swirl of beige and cream on the woman’s sweater was a soothing relief. In fact, out of all the auditioners he’d registered so far, she was the only one who might possibly fit the image of the Hanford House of Pancakes restaurant chain. And she obviously wasn’t even applying.

His father’s raucous laugh brought Jack’s attention back to the dreary matter at hand. The leer Henry Hanford gave the redheaded twins just stepping up to the table only confirmed what Jack had suspected. His father’s scheme to stage small-town auditions for a Hanford spokeswoman was only a smoke screen for his true mission—his search for wife number seven... or was it eight?

Jack was the progeny of number two, the only one to produce an heir, the only one to die while still married to his father. The true love of his life, his father liked to say, usually with a long, wistful sigh.

Of course, he swore the same with each new partner. Jack had learned to take that declaration with a massive grain of salt.

He’d had been treated well by all the stepmothers, though, from number three when he was a toddler, to number five—six?—who bid Jack good-bye when he headed off to college. The fact that they seemed to get younger as his father got older only increased the distance Jack placed between his stepmothers and his heart.

Of course he kept all women well clear of his heart. As a healthy, thirty-six-year-old male, Jack liked women just fine—as friends, as occasional lovers when the need arose. But he’d gotten a first-hand view of the slippery slope of marriage and he’d just as soon keep his feet on solid ground.

His father jabbed him in the ribs. “Good possibilities here, eh, Jack?”

Jack handed a numbered ticket to each of the twins. “For the loony bin,” he said into his father’s ear, his voice swallowed by the cacophony in the room.

“I like ’em lively,” Henry said, his grin letting Jack know exactly where his father liked his women at their liveliest. Jack didn’t begrudge his father his still-active libido at age seventy-five. He just wished Henry could express his appreciation with someone his own age.

“That’s the last of them,” Jack said, passing a ticket to the final auditioner. “How did you want to handle this?”

His father waved a hand at him. “I figured that was your department. You’re the one with the MBA.”

Jack could have cheerfully strangled his father. Henry knew damn well no graduate of Purdue University would be idiot enough to concoct a scheme like this in the first place.

Jack gritted his teeth, wondering if he’d wear them to nubbins by the end of the day. “We’ll call them up ten at a time and give them a once-over.”

His father grinned, rubbing his hands together with delight. “Great idea, Jack. Let’s bring ’em on.”

As Jack named off the first ten, his eyes drifted back to the delicate blonde. Now that the crowd had all either taken seats or found places to stand in the back and sides of the room, he could see her clearly. Her gaze locked with his so briefly he almost thought he’d imagined it, then her eyes slid away to focus on her lap.

He watched one slim hand reached up to tuck a pale-blond strand behind her ear and he could swear she was trembling. A sudden sharp image intruded of his hands on her body, inciting the same tremor in her slender fingers, a tremor that would build into an earth-shattering explosion...

With a shake of his head, Jack dispersed the ill-timed fantasy. Shifting in his seat, he was glad his slacks were loose. It was a damned awkward time to react to a woman that way, especially a woman who was as far as she could be from the voluptuous types he usually favored.

Returning his attention to the ten women assembled on stage, he gave each one a cursory glance. The only one that deserved a second look was contestant number three—a man in drag. Jack toyed briefly with the idea of picking the impostor, if only to spite his father.

He gave his thumbs down to the first group and called the next ten up on stage. As he quickly dispensed with the five pancake-costumed blondes, the two bottles of maple syrup, and the remaining three in get-ups entirely inappropriate for a family restaurant, his gaze strayed to the woman seated in the back. He caught her watching him again, but this time she didn’t look away.

He absently called up the next group of applicants. Pulling his gaze from the pretty blonde only long enough to reject the wacky gang of ten on stage, he let his eyes feast on her. He imagined circling the tempting slope of her narrow shoulders with his arms. His gaze skimmed her slender throat, and he wondered what her pulse would feel like under his tongue.

“Jack?” his father whispered, gesturing to the restive crowd.

He’d lost track of the audition. The last group of applicants had left the stage; he had to call the next ten up. Running a finger down the list, he named off the next set of numbers, then sought his dream woman out again.

He could swear the sun had moved just to bathe her in its golden illumination. The light picked out the color of her eyes—hazel, definitely—and turned her hair to molten silver. She was a goddess, a heroine just stepped from a fairy tale, a paragon among women.

His father’s voice intruded. “Now that’s a real possibility,” Henry said in Jack’s ear.

He turned to his father, expecting the old lecher to be eyeing some luscious package on stage. To Jack’s horror, Henry had his gaze fixed right where Jack’s had been—on the blonde in the back.

“She’s off-limits,” Jack growled, wondering where the surge of possessiveness had come from. At his father’s odd look, he added, “She’s not even on the list.”

Henry just grinned, then returned his speculative gaze back on the woman.

Jack elbowed his father. “What do you think of these?” He tipped his head toward the assemblage on stage.

“Whatever,” Henry answered, too busy winking at the blonde in the back.

When the woman smiled prettily in return, Jack had to resist the urge to haul his father off-stage and back into the Lincoln waiting outside. “Next ten,” Jack snapped, calling off the numbers.

While the next hopefuls trooped on-stage, Henry made an idiot of himself waggling his brows at the blonde in back of the room. She kept her eyes downcast, and when she did glance furtively up on stage, Jack could swear it was him she sought out. His heart did a funny tumble in his chest, no doubt a consequence of the stage lights and too many bodies in a tight space.

A half-dozen link sausages did a little dance on stage, nearly toppling each other in the process. With a barely suppressed groan, Jack plunged his fingers through his thick brown hair. Damn, he should have kept yesterday’s appointment for a cut instead of haring off to Blue Hills, Indiana for his father’s latest promotional scheme.

He felt her eyes on him again and had to fight to keep his expression neutral when he linked his gaze with hers. She wasn’t a beautiful woman, he realized. Her features were too delicate, her eyes too large in her face. Her blond hair was pretty, and those hazel eyes arresting, but really, she was just passably attractive.

So why couldn’t he keep his eyes off of her? Maybe because everything about her suggested home and family and warm-from-the-oven cookies on a plate. He’d had precious little of that kind of maternal attention as a child. Maybe that was what appealed to him in the blond woman.

Then she smiled. It was just a timid curving of her lips, a shy glance up at him. But in that brief moment, he saw an entirely different promise, one that had nothing to do with cookies, one that had him shifting in his chair again.

Beside him, his father fiddled with his tie and re-fastened the top button on his jacket. Before Jack realized what he was doing, Henry had risen from his seat with a determined look in his eye. By God, the old buzzard’s on the prowl. Damned if I’ll let him have my blonde!

Without taking time to consider his mental use of the possessive, Jack shot up from his seat and planted a hand on his father’s shoulder before he’d taken so much as a step from the table. “Sit,” he growled, pushing down with a firm hand to reinforce his command.

Then, before his father could re-group, Jack strode across the stage, past the prancing sausages and the lone fried egg. Neatly dodging the photographer, he hurried down the stage steps and up the aisle.

“Audition’s over!” he barked, his autocratic tone of voice plunging the room into near silence. “I’ve made my choice!”

As his words rang from the cobwebbed rafters of Town Hall, Jack zeroed in on the captivating woman in the back of the room. His long legs eating up the last few feet between them, he leaned across the three candidates seated between her and the aisle.
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