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“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 Rachael, and being a bystander to excitement had begun to lose its appeal.
“There you are,” Beulah gasped out, her rich auburn hair appealingly mussed by the run up the stairs.
“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?”
Beulah fluttered an impatient hand at Bonnie as she hurried into the sun-washed sewing room. “Show her,” Beulah ordered her younger sister.
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.
“Well?” Beulah pressed, flapping a hand at the clipping.
“What? Oh!” Rachael held the article closer, schooling her gaze away from 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, 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 had first introduced them. And when a car accident claimed both their parents five years ago, Rachael was glad for the company of her sisters. They agreed then they would stay together until Beulah and Bonnie finished college and were on their own.
Rachael never really minded that in five years her stepsisters had completed only a handful of classes, that they flitted from one part-time job to another. 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 turned puppy-dog eyes on her, wide and brown. “Oh, Rachael, you can do it. You can do anything.” Beulah batted her eyelashes. “Please?”
“Please, please, please,” Bonnie tossed in.
“We’ll never ask you for anything again,” Beulah declared.
“Never,” Bonnie said solemnly, crossing her heart with an exaggerated X.
Never again today, maybe. With a sigh, Rachael gazed down again at the scrap of paper in her hand. What would it be like, she wondered, for a prince like Jack Hanford to sweep her away from all this?
Putting aside her fanciful thoughts, Rachael said to her stepsisters, “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 fantasy she’d spun around his picture. She knew it wouldn’t. Reality had always had a tendency to let Rachael 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.
Eyes wide, her lips parted in surprise, she gazed down at the hand he held out imperiously in her direction. Damn, he was shaking, made weak at the knees by this one lovely woman.
“I choose you,” he told her, and her sweet hazel eyes grew even wider.
* * *
Rachael stared at the large square hand held out to her, and gulped back a frisson of excitement. “I’m not auditioning,” she managed, not quite able to meet his gaze.
He just reached out farther, plucking her hand from her lap and tugging her from her seat. “What’s your name?” he asked.
The first jolt of contact with his palm had her stuttering, “R-Rachael Reeves.” She squeezed past the three women blocking her way to the aisle and prayed she wouldn’t stumble. “But I’m only here for my stepsisters.”
He paused in the aisle. “You can all go home,” he called out over the renewed rumble of the crowd. “I’ve selected Ms. Reeves as Hanford House of Pancakes spokeswoman.”
“But I haven’t applied!” Rachael protested, resisting him as he towed her up the aisle.
The auditioners’ loud-voiced complaints increased in volume. “Audition’s over!” he called out again over the noise and the crowd finally relented, heading for the exits.
He leaned close to her to be heard over the clatter of voices. “The position lasts two months,” he said. “You’ll make personal appearances at each of the twelve Hanfords in Illinois, Indiana and Ohio.”
“Just a minute,” Rachael said, his breath in her ear sending shivers through her.
He barreled on, as if she hadn’t spoken, fording the stream of departing bodies like a single-minded salmon. “You’re also required to tape a one-minute television spot to be aired at local markets.”
Rachael looked back despairingly at the rapidly emptying room. Beulah and Bonnie stood scrunched off to one side, pumping their fists in an exuberant show of encouragement.
“Mr. Hanford!” Rachael tried to free her hand from his, to unlock her fingers from his inexorable grip.
“Jack,” he said, changing position as they reached the stage, cupping his hands over her shoulders to guide her.
“Just a minute!” she said more firmly, although her voice sounded wavery to her own ears. “I never intended to apply for the job. I can’t take two months off from my business.”
“Then we’ll compensate you for your lost time,” he said, then named a salary that nearly had her swooning. She couldn’t hope to make that much sewing if she worked around the clock.
Casting one last hopeful glance about Town Hall, she saw only Beulah and Bonnie remained. “Why did you let them all go?”
He marched her across the stage. “Because I’ve made my choice.”
Heavens it was enticing. The man beside her went leaps and bounds beyond any paltry fantasy she might have entertained about him. If anyone had air-brushed Jack Hanford, it had been Mother Nature, gifting him with an almost unfair male beauty. Rachael wondered if she’d ever uncurl her toes in her sensible beige flats.
“But I’d be no good at it, Mr. Hanford,” Rachael tried again.
“Jack,” he corrected. “The incorrigible old man at the table is Mr. Hanford.”
The old man in question had risen, his wavy gray hair as thick as his son’s, the gleam of interest in his eyes flattering. She saw a sweetheart under the lined face, in the blue eyes only slightly paler than his son’s. When Rachael put her hand out in introduction, the elder Hanford pulled her into an enthusiastic hug.
“Henry Hanford,” he said, then gave her broad wink as he tipped his head toward his son.
“Dad,” Jack Hanford growled in warning, glowering at his father.
Rachael didn’t understand Jack’s disapproval. Couldn’t he see the old man was just a harmless flirt? Jack didn’t need to be such a grump about it.
Then Jack’s hands curved around her arms and tugged her from Henry Hanford’s reach and her fingers curled to match her toes. She could sense the breadth of him behind her, feel him towering over her. Why, if she just took one little step back, she’d be pressing against him from head to toe.
With a gasp of dismay, Rachael shook herself free of his grasp. She faced him, keeping her gaze centered on that inviting cleft in his chin.
“Listen, Mr. Han—Jack. I can’t be your spokeswoman. I’m awful in front of crowds. I get the shakes, I tip over my trongue—” She closed her eyes, took a breath and tried again. “Please,” she finished softly.
And looked into his eyes, which she’d told herself would be a big mistake. Because that tempting cleft had nothing on the depths of his brilliant blue eyes. If eyes were a window to the soul, Jack Hanford’s baby-blues were a wide-screen Technicolor satellite link to his.
“Oh, please,” she murmured again, although this time she wasn’t quite sure what she was asking.
Jack stepped closer, one hand raised. She thought he would touch her, almost felt his fingertips graze her cheek, then his hand fell again.
He shoved his hands into his pocket. “You’ll want to read the contract,” he said.
Rachael shrugged. “I’m not very good at understanding those things.”
He smiled and Rachael’s heart lurched. “Who is? I can have our attorney explain it, or you can have your own take a look at it.”
Another hitch of her shoulders. She felt like a two-year-old being asked if she wanted chocolate or vanilla. “I’m sure it’s fair.”
His gaze had drifted to her mouth, distracting her from something very important tapping at her brain. “Then I’ll get it from the car and we can sign it right here.”
“Of course,” she said, still trying to figure out just what the warning bells in her mind signaled.
He flicked a glance at his father, at the older man’s eager, friendly smile. “On second thought, just come with me. We’ll sign the contract in the Lincoln.”
“Sure,” she said and dropped her hand in the crook of his arm.
The message didn’t get through as she walked out the back door of Town Hall. It refused to come clear as they moved through the parking lot, deftly sidestepping vehicles snarled in traffic trying to turn onto Main Street. And despite the frantic bounce and click of her synapses ringing their klaxon, she never got a clue even when he ushered her into the big, black Lincoln.
It was only after, snuggled in the limousine’s plush leather seats, the ink of her signature drying on the page, that she finally figured out what her wise, sensible self had been trying to say.
When the heck did she say yes?
“What have I done?” Rachael moaned, hands over her face blocking the passing scenery outside the Lincoln’s windows.
“You’ll be marvelous, dear,” Henry Hanford assured her, patting her knee.
“What have I done?” she repeated, dropping her hands in her lap. That only made matters worse, because now she could see Jack Hanford on her right, his broad shoulders seeming to span all the space in the limousine’s capacious back seat.
Shifting away from Jack, she glanced out the rear window of the Lincoln to where Beulah and Bonnie followed in Rachael’s Corolla. The gears on her orange compact would be dust by the time Beulah got through driving it.
She racked her brain, trying to understand how she’d gotten herself in this predicament. She had a vague memory of signing the contract, an even dimmer recall of the flash of cameras capturing hers and Jack’s image in front of Town Hall. She remembered standing next to him as the pictures were taken, wishing she could tip her head over slightly to rest it on his shoulder, to snug herself more tightly under the curve of his arm.
Then somehow, she ended up here, in the limo. She turned back toward the front, finally registering the flashes of green rolling past her outside the car’s windows. “Why are we on the interstate?” She tapped on the glass separating them from the chauffeur. “Excuse me,” she said, pointing behind her. “My house is that way.”
The dark-suited man driving the Lincoln flicked a questioning glance in the rear view mirror. “Keep going, Bill,” Henry said, then he smiled at Rachael. “We’re headed for the Northside Mall,” he told her, his hand out to pat her knee again. Jack’s growl had him snatching it back with an unrepentant grin. “Have to get you outfitted.”
“Outfitted?” Rachael parroted, as the Lincoln took the Evansville exit.
“Got to get you gussied up a bit,” he said, his incorrigible gaze raking over her. “No offense Miss Reeves, but your get-up’s a bit plain.”
“She looks fine,” Jack said, the rumble of his voice shivering clear to Rachael’s toes.
“Fine for camouflage,” Henry snorted. “If you don’t mind fading into the woodwork.”
“You rude old buzzard!” Jack said, turning to face his father.
Henry guffawed. “I’m only saying the lady dresses like an old maid.”
Jack surged closer, his arm pressing into Rachael’s as he poked a finger into Henry’s chest. “One more crack like that you’re riding in the trunk.”
“I’m only telling the truth, son,” Henry said, his smile undimmed. “Just like I always taught you.”
“The truth—” Jack grabbed a handful of his father’s jacket gave him a shake. “I won’t have you hurting Rachael’s feelings.”
Before Henry could come up with a reply to rouse his son’s ire even further, Rachael’s instincts as peacemaker came to the fore. Wrapping her hands around Jack’s wrist, she tugged him back from his father, trying to ignore the heat the contact generated from fingertips to toes.
Rachael took a shaky breath, a mix of relief and loss lancing through her when Jack backed away. “He isn’t hurting my feelings, honestly,” she told him. “After all, it is just the truth.”
Jack’s gaze narrowed on her. “Is it?” he asked softly, sending a thrill dancing down her spine.
She pulled her gaze away, and focused on her hands twisting in her lap. “Of course. I’m dull as soapsuds. I faced that fact long ago.”
When she glanced at him sidelong, she saw the blue of his eyes had darkened. “And who might have convinced you of that, Rachael Reeves?”
“No one,” she told him. “I mean, no one had to. When you’ve got stepsisters as gorgeous as mine, all it takes is looking into the mirror to get the message.”
She turned to him, lifting her chin with as much pride as she could muster. “Not every woman has to be beautiful, Mr. Hanford.”
“Jack,” he said absently, then his fingertip touched her lightly on her chin. “But tell me, Rachael. Just what mirror have you been looking into?”
She opened her mouth, struggling for an answer. “An honest one,” she said finally, but his cocked brow told her he didn’t believe her.
Was he implying her looks compared with her sisters? She nearly laughed out loud at the notion, then pushed it aside as too preposterous to consider.
She settled back in the soft seats of the Lincoln, determined to enjoy its smooth ride as it sailed down the highway toward Evansville. Behind them, the Toyota followed gamely, although she could imagine its engine gasping to keep up with the bigger car.
She sensed Jack’s intense gaze on her, but she didn’t dare look his way. Instead, she let her eyes drift shut, as if the rhythm of the car had lulled her into sleep. But she could have slept more easily in the midst of a blaring symphony than elbow to elbow with Jack Hanford.
Finally, they reached the exit for the Northside Mall and the Lincoln eased to a stop at the light. She heard the screech of brakes behind them as Beulah careened toward the rear of the limo.
Having driven with Beulah before, Rachael didn’t even flinch. To his credit, the dark-suited chauffeur only hunched his shoulders as the Toyota shuddered to a stop millimeters from the Lincoln’s bumper. Then he heaved a discreet breath of relief and serenely turned the big car left on the green arrow. Beulah must have stalled Rachael’s four-door because she barely made the yellow light.
The Lincoln glided into the busy parking lot, then pulled into an empty spot, its length taking up two spaces. Two slots over, Beulah just missed nicking the bumper of a pick-up as she parked the Toyota.
The chauffeur leapt from the Lincoln’s front seat and hurried to open the rear door. Jack exited first, then put out a hand to help Rachael out. The apple in Eden had nothing on the temptation of Jack’s broad hand.
Rachael slid her fingers across his palm, her breath catching in her throat when he closed his hand over hers. He tugged her gently, bringing her to his side. When Henry scrambled out after her, Jack pulled her closer and rested an arm lightly over her shoulders.
She tipped her head up to look at him, tried to understand the secrets in his eyes. But then Bonnie and Beulah swept up to them, their exuberance diverting her.
“Are we going shopping?” Beulah asked, her skirt swirling around her knees.
“That’s right, girls,” Henry said, tossing an arm around Beulah’s and Bonnie’s shoulders. “We’re gonna get your sister some new duds.”
“About time,” Beulah said, rolling her eyes heavenward. “I’ve been begging her for years to get her to throw away those old rags.”
Rachael had to laugh. Beulah had never said any such thing.
Bonnie gazed up at Henry, a coquettish expression on her face. “I love new clothes.”
“Then we’ll have to see about getting you some too,” Henry said.
“And me?” Beulah asked, tossing her auburn ponytail.
“Of course, dear,” Henry promised as he headed off toward the mall entrance. “Coming, Son?” he called out over his shoulder.
* * *
Jack watched them go, wanting to be angry with his father, but his fondness for the old man washed away his ire. Shaking his head, he turned to his father’s chauffeur. “We’ll be a couple hours, Bill, if you want to take off.”
The man tipped his hat to Jack, then climbed back into the car. Beside him, Rachael watched her retreating stepsisters, teeth worrying her lower lip.
“He isn’t...” she said. “I mean, he wouldn’t...” Her eyes flashed up at Jack. “They’re only twenty-two!”
Jack settled his hand into the small of her back, and guided her toward the towering facade of the Northside Mall. “He’s quite incorrigible, but I think his cut-off point is thirty now. Your sisters are safe.”
He could feel her resistance to the pressure of his hand and he fought the impulse to curve his fingers around her waist, to soothe her into compliance. “I’m afraid my father has never learned to act like a grown-up,” Jack told her as they reached the mall’s glass entrance doors.
He opened the door for her and stepped aside, catching a light fragrance in her soft blonde hair as she passed him. He wanted to bury his face in her hair, to feel its silkiness slide against his face, to breathe in her scent.
“Are you coming?” she asked and he realized he was standing there like an idiot, the door still propped open in his hand.
“Yes. Of course.”
He slipped inside and forced himself to walk beside her without touching her. She stood straight as a finishing school graduate as she moved, her soft beige skirt fluttering around her knees, her hips swaying gently. He wondered if he could span her slender waist with his hands.
“I have a similar problem with Beulah and Bonnie,” she said, jarring him from his perusal of her.
He scrambled a moment to understand her, then he picked up the thread of the conversation again. “Your sisters are young. They’re entitled to a little immaturity,” Jack said. He allowed himself a brief touch at her waist to indicate a turn to the right. “My father has no excuse.”
She went up on tiptoe and he followed her line of sight—his father and her stepsisters wove through the crowd ahead. “He’s not married?” she asked, settling back on her feet.
“Not currently,” Jack muttered. “You live with your stepsisters?”
She nodded. “When my dad and stepmom died, we all decided to stay in the family house.” She sidestepped a stroller and gently bumped into him. “Sorry,” she said.
“No problem.” His heart hammered in his chest and his hip tingled where she’d brushed against him. Lord, he was acting like a teenager!
“I never knew my mother,” she offered, her gaze still on the group of three well ahead of them. “She died when I was a baby.” She looked up at him. “How about you?”
“How about me, what?” he asked, avoiding the question.
Her hand brushed the sleeve of his jacket. “Is your mother still—”
He pulled away from her touch. “She’s dead.”
He shoved his hands into his pockets, keeping his gaze on the storefronts as they passed them instead of on Rachael’s inquisitive face. Just as they crossed in front a small, exclusive shop, a shimmer of blue caught his eye. He stopped, retracing his steps to get a better look at the store window.
He let out a long puff of air at the glittering confection of cobalt blue draped on the faceless mannequin in the window. Sequins and beads covered the low cut crisscrossed bodice of the dress, trailing onto the skirt in the tantalizing swirl of a spiral. The chiffon skirt flared from a fitted waist to well above the knee. The underskirt was a mere scrap of material, just enough for modesty’s sake.
He had to see this dress on Rachael. He could picture the glittering blue against her pale skin, the nipped-in waist sculpting her body. His mouth went dry as his over-zealous mind added details to the image—the shadow of her breasts at the bottom of the vee, the hint of her thigh seen and unseen as the skirt fluttered around her hips. He imagined tracing the line of her leg in silky hose, lifting the hem of the skirt...
“We’ve lost them,” Rachael said, dragging his attention from the window. She stood on tiptoes again, peering up the crowded walkway.
“I want you to try this on,” he said, his throat still tight from his rampant fantasy.
“Try what on?” she asked, moving to take a look. Her eyes grew round. “Oh.”
“It’ll look like dynamite on you.”
She shook her head. “I can’t wear it.”
“Why not?” He turned her, positioning her in front of the window to one side of the display. His gaze raked her. “It looks like your size.”
“It is,” she said softly. “But you can’t buy it for me.”
“Why not? I’m expecting we’ll have some formal occasions on the tour when you’d need a dress like that.”
Of course something a bit more modest would suit just as well, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. She shook her head again, adamant.
“Then tell me why,” he said.
Color rose in her cheeks. “Because it’s mine,” she said in a small voice.
“Yours?” he asked, confused.
“I made it,” she clarified.
He looked from the glorious, sexy gown to Rachael in her plain, drab clothes. “You make dresses?” he asked her.
“I told you I have a small business.” She shrugged. “I’m a seamstress.”
“A seamstress,” he said, looking again at the intricate swirl of sequins and beads on the dress. “That looks like more than something your average seamstress would create. Is it your own design?”
She squirmed, as if embarrassed to admit her talent. “I kind of make them up.”
“Make them up,” he repeated, then gave her a wry smile. “You come up with something gorgeous in your mind, then you put it together with your hands. That’s quite a gift.”
“It’s no big deal,” she said, backing away. “I think I see them,” she told him, then hurried off down the walkway.
He followed, his longer legs quickly catching up to her. He didn’t understand her self-effacing attitude toward her work, when she was obviously a genius at it. He wanted to ask her about it, ask her how long she’d been designing and sewing dresses. But most of all, he wanted to see her in the blue creation on display in the shop window.
She called out to her sisters, waving her arm to get their attention. In another moment, they were at her side, sweeping her along with them toward the upscale department store at the far end of the mall.
His father hung back to walk with him. “She’s quite a peach, isn’t she?”
“Beulah or Bonnie?” Jack asked.
“They’re babies,” his father said. “I mean Rachael.”
A burning started in Jack’s gut. “She’s too young for you, too.”
“She’s thirty,” Henry said. “That’s old enough.”
The burning spread to a full-fledged ache. “I thought you’d sworn off marriage.”
“Rachael could change my mind,” his father said. “Speaking of which, I’ve been thinking.”
“What?” Jack growled.
“You’ve hated the idea of this tour from the get-go,” Henry said with a casual flap of his hand. “Why don’t you stay in the home office like you wanted. I’ll take Rachael on the tour.”
“No,” Jack said. He’d be damned if he’d let his father get his hands on Rachael.
“But you know it’ll be hard getting your work done on the road,” Henry said. “I’m just a figurehead. No one needs me at the office. I’d be glad to take your—”
“I said no,” Jake snarled. “I’m going on the damn tour.”
His father smiled, far too pleased for Jack’s peace of mind. “Fine. I’ll stay home. You take the tour.”
“Fine,” Jack said, feeling neatly boxed in. But what the hell could he do? All that time alone with Henry, and Rachael would be wife number seven before the two months were up.
He couldn’t bear the thought of Rachael as his stepmother. Because of her age, he assured himself, because his father ought to marry someone in their fifties or sixties. It had nothing to do with what he felt for Rachael himself. That was nothing more than mild interest.
But when they caught up with Rachael and her sisters, the hammering of his heart exposed the lie. Okay, he had more than a mild interest in the sweet-faced blonde, but his main concern was keeping his father from wedding another youngster.
“Aren’t these great,” Beulah exclaimed, holding up a handful of laden hangers. She waved the collection of dresses and skirts at Jack, the soft fabric a whirl of color.
“But Rachael won’t try them on,” Bonnie complained, giving her sister a pout.
Pink rose in Rachael’s cheeks. “They’re not suitable for me.”
“Then I think it’s time you wore something unsuitable,” Jack said, taking the hangers from Beulah. One hand on Rachael’s shoulder, he directed her toward the fitting rooms.
“Those colors are too bright,” Rachael said as she dodged a racing pre-schooler.
Her hair brushed Jack’s hand, the feel of it tempting him to twist a curl of it around his finger. “We’ll see.”
“My looks are nondescript enough in neutral clothes,” she said. “I’ll disappear entirely in something that gaudy.”
Jack gazed down at her as they took a place in the fitting room line. Was she fishing for a compliment? After what she’d said in the car, he didn’t think so. She truly saw herself as plain.
And no doubt would deny any effort on his part to convince her otherwise. So he simply repeated, “We’ll see,” and held the hangers out to Rachael when it came her turn for a room.
She took the numbered tag from the attendant, then closed herself in the first cubicle. Jack itched to take a peek at Rachael over the door, but one look at the matron standing guard at the fitting room entrance was enough to bring him to his senses.
Instead he turned to lean against the wall and gaze out at the store. Henry had taken Rachael’s stepsisters over to the perfume counter and Jack heard their laughter and exclamations as they tried out samples of the scents. He wondered what perfume Rachael wore and where she placed it on her body—behind her ears, at her wrists, on her breasts...
Jack scrubbed at his face with his hands, wiping away his straying thoughts. What was taking her so long? “Rachael, I want to see.”
A pause, and then she answered, “I don’t think so,” her voice very small.
“Show me,” Jack insisted, before she could take the clothes off and put her old camouflage back on.
“I can’t,” she moaned, “I look terrible.”
“I don’t believe you,” he said. “Show me.”
Another pause, then he heard the rattle of the door lock. The door swung open slowly and he saw Rachael’s slender hand slip around the edge of it.
“Promise me you won’t laugh,” she said, her fingers gripping the door.
“Why in the world would I—”
The last word caught in his throat as she edged past the door and stepped out of the fitting room. Stunned, he gaped at her, at the rich emerald of her silk shirt, at the vivid wash of green and purple and royal blue in her skirt.
She was glorious, the soft blonde of her hair taking on a silvery sheen in contrast to the brilliant color of her shirt, her pale skin turning creamy against the emerald. The skirt draped her hips lovingly, brushing her legs just below the knees so that Jack wanted nothing more than to skim his fingers along the hem, to explore what lay hidden.
Jack dragged in a long breath, trying to slow his hammering heart. Was this the same pretty woman he had first seen in the back of Town Hall? The one he’d considered as passably attractive? Standing there in brilliant green and purple, there was nothing passable about her.
Rachael Reeves was a knockout.
* * *
Rachael took one look at Jack’s stunned expression and wanted to disappear.
“It’s awful, isn’t it?” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
His gaze flew to her face. “No, absolutely not.” His voice was rough, as if holding back the truth about how she really looked. “You’re gorgeous.”
Oh, sure, she thought, compressing her lips. “Gorgeous,” she repeated, recognizing the courtesy behind his compliment, then turned to go back to the cubicle. “Well, this is a definite no.”
“No!” he cried, just as she reached the door. She turned to look back at him. “I mean yes. It’s a yes. We’ll take it.”
He couldn’t be serious! Rachael searched his face, trying to parse out what he really thought. His expression puzzled her. He looked worried, confused and annoyed all at once. As if he saw something in her he didn’t want to see.
His intensity made her edgy and she flicked her tongue out to wet her dry lips. His vivid blue gaze caught the motion, dropping to her mouth, following the nervous gesture. An outrageous impulse surged through her. To cup his face with her hands, to run the tip of her tongue over his lips, to taste him.
Heat rising in her face, Rachael spun on her heel and headed back to the small room fitting room. “I’ll try on the next one,” she gasped out, then shut the door after her.
Once safely out of sight, she brought her hands up to her cheeks, pressing her palms against them. Heavens, what was the matter with her? When had her imagination taken such a scandalous turn?
It must be a delayed consequence of turning thirty. All that sexual energy bubbling up, reminding her that she was far too old to still be a virgin. Jack Hanford was just a handy focus for her overwrought, sensually-deprived libido.
She took a quick peek at him over the cubicle door. He’d turned away, she noted with relief, and stood gazing out at the vast department store. Thank goodness he couldn’t read her thoughts or she’d be even more mortified than she was already.
With shaking hands, she unbuttoned the emerald silk blouse and eased it off her shoulders. The slip of silk over her over-sensitized skin threatened to conjure up more fanciful thoughts, but she squelched them ruthlessly. The silk might feel wonderful against her skin, the skirt delightful swirling around her knees, but neither were really appropriate attire for her.
With a sigh, she pulled on the next outfit, a slightly more sedate coral silk shirt and skirt. They would be more to her taste were it not for the riotous bird of paradise pattern on the skirt. The swath of green, orange and blue made her think of the tropics and sunny beaches, entirely impractical for a down-to-earth Midwestern girl.
She crept out of the fitting room stall, half-hoping Jack had abandoned his post. But he must have been listening for the rattle of the door lock, because he was watching for her when she stepped out. His face softened when he saw her, his gaze skimming the line of the skirt and blouse, his expression approving.
“Definite yes,” he murmured.
“But—”
He gave her a little wave to usher her back into the fitting room. “Next.”
Rachael scowled at him as she returned to the cubicle. She threw on the buttery yellow sundress next, then the crimson power suit and the turquoise and black shirtdress, modeling each one for Jack. He said yes to all three—then handed her another half-dozen outfits selected by her sisters. Before Rachael could object, he’d spun her around and marched her to the fitting room.
The teal-green jumpsuit was the last straw. He said yes before he’d barely gotten a glimpse of her.
Rachael dug in her heels. “No.”
“I say we take it,” he said in a no-nonsense tone of voice.
“You can’t make me,” she said, feeling like a spoiled child.
Jack sighed. “I’m your employer now,” he said to her as if she were the three-year-old she was acting like. “Leave it to me to decide what’s best for you.”
He all but patted her on the head. She took a calming breath. “I’m thirty years old, Jack. I think I know what I like and don’t like.”
“What you like isn’t the issue,” he said. “Only what I choose for you.”
“I don’t want you choosing for me!” she exclaimed.
“Then consider it a work uniform,” he said, implacable. “Employer provided.” Then when she might have protested further, he added, “And absolutely required.”
Gnashing her teeth, she stomped back to the fitting room. She stewed as she re-hung the jumpsuit. Yes, the clothes Jack had picked were in colors she’d always secretly wished she could wear, but she’d accepted a long time ago that muted tones suited her best. How dare he claim to know better what was right for her!
She turned away from the now towering stack of clothes and crossed her arms over her middle. She’d always been one to go along to make others happy, but Jack’s imperious manner lit a recalcitrant spark in her. She burned to do something, anything to defy him.
Frowning at herself in the mirror, her gaze roamed the tiny room. A flash of bilious lime green shoved under the small corner bench caught her eye. The shiny vinyl ‘70s-style go-go dress had obviously been discarded by a customer who’d come to her senses after trying it on.
Rachael stooped to retrieve the dress, suppressing a shudder at the eye-hurting color. She checked the tag for the size; it would fit, although she’d probably need a shoehorn to get it on.
Did she dare? The color would probably make her look like an escapee from a mortuary, but it might be worth it just to see the look on Jack’s face. Resolute, she tugged down the side zipper and squirmed into the vinyl prison.
As she inched the confining dress around her hips, she realized she’d have to take off her bra so that it wouldn’t show through the dress’s halter top. She tossed her serviceable white bra aside, then snapped the halter strap behind her neck. One more wrench of the hem and the dress was in place.
Rachael attempted a deep breath, but her lungs didn’t have the room to expand. The dress fit like a glove—at least one that had been left out all winter and shrunk two sizes. It mashed her breasts so that they mounded together in the keyhole front of the halter. The back shaped her rear, giving it barely legal coverage.
She had the dress on; did she have the nerve to show it to Jack? Of course she did, she told herself, moving penguin-style to the door of the cubicle. Anything to wipe that high-handed look from Jack’s face.
Opening the door, she minced out of the fitting room and planted herself in front of Jack. “Well, what do you think of this one?” she asked, thrusting her chest out at him.
A tactical error, she realized when his eyes zeroed in on her artificially enhanced cleavage. To his credit, his dragged his gaze back up to her face.
“Ah, it’s...” He looked the dress over, from the thigh-high hem to the keyhole front. “Interesting,” he choked out.
“I like it,” Rachael blurted, then wanted to swallow the words back. How could she have said such a thing?
Jack’s eyes widened. “You do?” He seemed to be struggling to keep a straight face.
Stubborn, Rachael turned to the three-way mirror and viewed herself again. The mirror’s multiple reflections revealed even greater sins. The waist bit into her skin and the luminous green reflected against her face, giving her a fishy pallor.
“Yes,” she insisted. “In fact, I’d say I like this one best.”
“Okay,” he said slowly. “We’ll get it then.”
Rachael gave him a curt nod, then crab-walked back into the fitting room. Escaping from the dress was a dicey thing; for a panicked moment she thought she’d have to call the attendant for assistance. But finally, she peeled the thing from her, tossing it aside as if it were a snake.
She kicked it back under the bench, breathing hard. She’d just leave it there, pretend she’d forgotten it. No way would she actually buy the thing. With relief, she re-dressed in her plain, reliable skirt and blouse.
Staggering under the massive weight of clothes, she edged out of the fitting room. Jack quickly took the hangers from her, handing several of them off to his father and her stepsisters. He left her with a manageable few that she draped over her arm.
“That’s all of them then?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said with a lift of her chin. “Every one of your choices.”
With a ghost of a smile, he guided her toward the nearby cash register with a light touch of her fingers. They hadn’t gone ten paces before the woman from the fitting room came hurrying after them.
“You forgot this one!” she called out, the hideous green dress flashing in her hand.
The clerk caught up with them and lay the vinyl monstrosity on top of Rachael’s stack. “You looked so marvelous in it,” the woman said, “I knew you wouldn’t want to leave it behind.”
Rachael opened her mouth, intending to tell the woman she’d changed her mind. Then she caught a glimpse of Jack’s knowing grin, the gleam in her eye. No way would she back down now!
She smiled politely at the woman. “Thank you.”
Spine straight, Rachael continued to the checkout stand and placed her pile of clothes on the counter. Her sisters followed, exchanging glances as they eyed the green dress. Rachael kept her chin up and her mouth shut, all the while the cashier totaled up the purchase.
The final amount had Rachael gasping, although Jack whipped out his platinum card without breaking a sweat. He scrawled his signature on the receipt, then parceled out the bags and boxes to his father and the three women. He left one hand free to place on Rachael’s shoulder, his fingers making light contact as they returned to the limo.
As Bill loaded their purchases in the trunk, Henry turned to Rachael. “You don’t mind taking my son over to his hotel, do you? I promised your sisters a ride in the limo.”
The thought of sharing the small space of her Toyota with Jack set off alarms inside her, but she couldn’t think of a reasonable excuse to say no. “I guess not.” She glanced at Jack. His brows were drawn together in suspicion.
Henry opened the door for Beulah, stepping aside to let her and Bonnie enter the car. “There is one other thing, though. About the tour.”
“What’s that?” Jack asked, his quiet tone signaling further alarm.
Henry swung into the limo. “Just a little gimmick I set up.”
“Dad,” Jack said, sharp warning in his voice.
Rachael glanced up at Jack, his dark look filling her with unease. “What gimmick?”
“A publicity stunt for the tour,” Henry said with a grin. “You’re going to be husband and wife.”
The car door slammed shut before Jack could thunder out his response to his father’s preposterous suggestion. “Dad!” he yelled, pounding on the closed window.
Henry wouldn’t have opened the window, of that Jack was certain. But Bill wanted to keep his job. He lowered the back window using the front seat controls.
Jack slammed both hands on the open window frame. “What the hell are you talking about?”
His father’s unrepentant grin didn’t falter. “It’ll have more kick if Rachael’s more than spokeswoman for Hanford’s. If she’s your wife—”
“I’m damn well not going to marry Rachael!”
He heard her soft gasp at his elbow and spared her a quick look. She was studying her toes, color high in her cheeks.
He turned back to his father and hissed, “We’re not getting married, you old goat.”
Henry had the audacity to look miffed. “I never said you were. If you’d only give me a moment to finish...”
Jack didn’t bother to remind his father that he’d been about to leave after dropping his unfinished bomb shell. Instead Jack just waved an impatient hand for him to continue.
Henry slicked the side of his silver hair back with his fingers. “It’ll be strictly for show. A pretend marriage, if you will.”
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