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To Serena Coppula with love, as she embarks on her own future in photojournalism. May you and your camera have a lifetime full of adventures.

I believe in you.
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This was the last place on earth Jacqueline Murphy wanted to be. She brushed back wisps of caramel-colored hair that had pulled loose from her no-nonsense ponytail. Eyes so intense and crystal blue they didn’t seem real swept over the scenery surrounding her. She homed in on a perfect shot, snapped it from every angle with her camera, then let the familiar weight of her battered Leica swing down and hang from its strap around her neck.

Waves crashed, white-capped, against the shore, clusters of children squealing in delight as they darted through showers of silvery spray, their parents joining their frolics in the bright summer sun. Raw bundles of hormones disguised as teenage boys bodysurfed to show off for blanketsful of bikini-clad girls. Old women and men strolled along the beach hand in hand, age unable to diminish the softness a lifetime of love had left in their eyes.

Beautiful, most people would call the scene. No trained eye needed to appreciate the jeweled colors, the gleam of salt spray, the glorious sight of the edge of the world, washed clean by waves and sunshine. But the beauty didn’t fool Jack for an instant. She saw the warning in the distance—the solitary white spire of the lighthouse pointing skyward from its narrow isthmus of land, a single, shadowy eye staring out across the shipwreck marooned on the shoals beyond. Jack could almost hear it whisper “they once thought this place beautiful, too.”

She shivered in spite of the warmth of the sun, and stared at the retired lighthouse/bed-and-breakfast that had been her home this past week. What had the crusty former keeper and owner of the place said when she’d ushered Jack through the green painted door of the stone house attached to that soaring round tower?

“Two hundred fifty years this old girl has watched the sea play cat’s paw with the ships that sailed here. One minute, skies so bright blue it seemed storms would never come again. Next minute a gale so fierce it could blow the beard right off a man’s face. Two hundred ships ran aground on those shoals, wrecked in spite of Mermaid Lost’s warning. Almost every old family on this stretch of coast lost someone they loved. We had the ship’s names carved on the face of that boulder near the telescope on the cliff’s edge. Just so we never forget.”

But Jack doubted anyone really needed a reminder etched in stone far out on some deserted cliff. She’d found that loss carved itself where you couldn’t hide from it. In your memory. In your heart.

“Something for everyone on this stretch of coast,” proprietor China Pepperell had boasted, her windburned face more lined than a map of New York City above her yellow nor’easter.

“Not for me,” Jack had hedged. “I’m just here to do a favor for an old friend. I plan to be on my way as soon as possible.”

But the older woman had just chuckled. “That’s what my great-great-grandfather Captain Rake Ramsey said when he sailed in. No pirate born would want a home port like this. But God laughs when people make bold claims like that. The notorious pirate fell in love, and, well—I’m here, so you can guess the rest. His ship was the first one to wreck on those shoals. My great-great-grandmother was birthing their second baby, and she’d nearly died the first time around. The midwife claimed the only thing that held her tight to life was the clasp of her husband’s hand.

“The authorities hereabouts were hungry to bring Rake to justice, and the whole coast knew of his love of his wife. Though Emily begged her captain to stay away, and promised she’d find him in Jamaica soon as she had the baby she was carrying and it was strong enough to travel, the captain wouldn’t listen. The instant the midwife was called to the lighthouse, the soldiers laid their trap.

“Terrified that they would capture her husband and hang him, Emily did the only thing she could to warn him. In spite of the birth pains tearing at her, she climbed up the stairs to the top of the tower. Doused the light. Prayed he’d stay away. She could have been hanged herself for giving him warning. But her sacrifice was all in vain.

“She should have guessed that nothing would keep him from her side. Onward he sailed, blinded by the dark. He ran his ship into the reef, every soul aboard lost.

“When Emily heard the terrible sounds of the ship breaking apart, she let go of life. Some people claim they can still hear her voice at night, calling her captain’s name.”

“She should have drowned the idiot herself,” Jack muttered. “She risked her life to save him and he had to fling himself into the fire anyway. What use is nobility and honor and that wild, passionate love stuff if you still end up dead?”

Or alone.

The image of a face flashed into her mind—chocolate-dark eyes blazing with heat, rugged features taut with desire, passion so hot she still felt the imprint of his hands on her skin. She’d been so eager to grow up, show the world what a bold adventurer she was, she’d flung herself headlong into that summer romance with all the passion in her twenty-year-old heart. She’d shown the world all right—that she was just one more gullible kid.

She’d gotten burned. So badly she’d never been tempted to put her hand back in that particular brand of fire again. She’d deep-sixed the painful memory the way she had so many others. So why hadn’t it stayed buried?

What in the world had made her think of the affair after years of barely remembering the man had ever existed? China Pepperell’s mad, romantic tale of love and loss? Absurd. Love had nothing to do with those crazy two weeks she’d spent in that wide, quilt-covered bed. She’d just fallen victim to a bad case of hormones like so many other young kids did. Then she’d grown up.

Jack grimaced, shoving away the dark mood she could ill afford. Legends like the pirate captain’s were highly overrated. She had little patience for grand, heroic gestures. They didn’t inspire her or make her misty-eyed. They made her mad as hell. But then, she was definitely in the minority when it came to that. Take Ziggy, for instance.

Trust Ziggy Bartolli, photojournalistic ace and mentor extraordinaire to love this strip of Maine coast, she mused. Pirate ghosts wailing in the night to give him his daily jolt of adrenaline. Tales of love that lasted beyond the grave for his ridiculously romantic soul and a pub a mile away where he could dazzle people with his war stories. In the eight years since Ziggy had taken her under his wing, a heartbroken kid so desperate to earn her stripes she was going to charge into a hot spot without the backing of a press agency or the protection of a press pass, little about the man had changed. Ziggy had always adored Mermaid Lost’s kind of ambience. Jack shunned it the way she had the sheik in Tambiza who had offered Ziggy a thousand camels if he could convince Jack to be his sixth wife.

Yes, Jack thought in resignation. If there was a heaven, Ziggy Bartolli was looking down at her right now with that smug satisfaction her partner had always showed on those rare times he’d gotten the better of her. She should have told him to go to hell instead of caving in and swearing to come here to Mermaid Lost. She would have told him to go to hell, except, as usual, Ziggy hadn’t played fair.

But this time the wily photojournalist had outdone even his scheming, manipulative, brilliant self. Jack had always claimed he’d do anything to get his own way. But even she hadn’t expected him to go this far. She’d never thought Ziggy would die.

She closed her eyes, the peaceful Maine coastline shifting into the suffocating heat of the Congo, the blaze of orange from two dozen gun barrels stark against the night. Heart pounding, breath-stealing adrenaline rushed through veins, sensations familiar as bedtime stories for Jack and Ziggy as they bolted away from the latest batch of revolutionaries, toward the helicopter that would fly them out of the bush. Precious rolls of film jammed the pockets of their khaki photographers’ vests. Pictures the latest regime would go to any lengths to be certain the rest of the world would never see.

“Helluva story, princess,” Ziggy gasped, ducking down to clear the rotary blades. “Did it again, didn’t we?”

She’d always hated it when he’d started gloating before they were out of the woods. Figured he was tempting fate. This time, fate had bitten back. Hard. When a bullet slammed into Ziggy’s chest.

“Want you to promise me something,” Ziggy whispered, his voice weak, blood oozing from beneath Jack’s hand. “Book…wanted to have it finished for…anniversary. Present for Shaara.”

It was all Ziggy had talked about when they were in the jungle—the publishing contract he’d gotten for a book full of photos depicting his favorite place in the world. The place where he and Shaara had honeymooned, vacationed, renewed the special relationship they’d forged when he’d stumbled across his future wife in the deserts of Egypt trying to save her young sister from being stoned to death for loving the wrong man. An honor killing, the men of the country called it. Jack had never been able to think of anything less honorable than murdering a seventeen-year-old girl for daring to fall in love.

“Go to…lighthouse,” Ziggy had pleaded. “Summer pictures only ones I still need. Have to…finish the book. Spent so much time…away from her. Chasing wars with this damn camera. Need her to know…always thought there would be time for us to…spend there together. Wish I hadn’t…”

Spent a lifetime racing around the world, struggling to capture other people’s lives on film, other people’s joys, other people’s tragedies, other people’s loves and losses instead of building a real life of his own?

“Shaara knew what kind of life you lived before she married you. She knows you love her.”

“Knew I’d never quit work no matter how many times I promised. Always got this…wistful look in her eyes when I talked about…retiring. Going to live near Mermaid Lost. Jack, need you to catch the lighthouse on film, show her what I dreamed for…for both of us. Promise me.”

“I promise.”

“Been trying to get you to go there for years. Never expected it to happen this way. But…it’ll do you good, Jack. You’re always going…the ugliest places in the world. Never take…a break. When you do what we see in this business you have to…wash your eyes clean sometimes or you’ll go mad.”

She would have preferred the oblivion of madness to the excruciating reality that filled the weeks after Ziggy’s death. Reality from which there was no escape, no blessed distraction of work or physical danger to dull the pain. It was pure nightmare telling Shaara that she’d never see her husband alive again, seeing her at the funeral, her exotic face so full of quiet dignity. But then, Ziggy’s wife was no stranger to the harsh edges of life.

During that hellish week Jack had spent helping settle Ziggy’s affairs, a barrage of stories had been splashed across every television, every newspaper, courtesy of the pilot’s point of view. Editorials about the grim cost Ziggy Bartolli had paid for working with a woman partner in countries where women were mere chattels to be crushed at will beneath men’s feet. Maybe it wouldn’t have hurt so much if Jack’s own father hadn’t written the most scathing editorial of all.

Jack closed her eyes, trying to blot out the picture of Frank Murphy’s florid face at the funeral, his crumpled suit dusted with cigar ash, his bushy white brows lowered over eyes that burned like zealots she’d faced down in deserts half a world away.

“I told you this would happen, didn’t I, Jacqueline?” the memory of her father’s voice pounded in her head. “But you wouldn’t listen! And now a good man is dead! Was it worth it just to take a few mediocre pictures?”

“Miss?” A strange voice jolted Jack back into the present. She shook herself, in an effort to clear her head, and found herself back on the coast of Maine staring into the features of a fresh-faced young woman and the blond man beside her, their faces both creased with concern. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Jack said sharply.

“We were just walking by and we saw you taking pictures. You looked like you knew what you were doing, and we thought…well, we’re on our honeymoon, and we wondered if you might take our picture.” The girl held out a disposable camera, hopeful.

Jack wanted to shove it back at her and get the blazes out of there, but she’d learned early to stand her ground in front of a charging elephant—whether the elephant was a bull with sharp, gleaming tusks or memories that hammered her from the inside out.

She took the camera, pointed to a cluster of rocks. “Stand over there. That should make a good shot.” They each slipped their arms around the other’s waist and gazed into each other’s eyes, the lighthouse in the distance a perfect backdrop except for the wreck that edged the frame. How many couples who honeymooned here had ended up like that old ship on the rocks? Jack wondered, as she squeezed off the shot.

When had she gotten so cynical? Shaara and Ziggy had stayed together. They would be together still if she hadn’t…

Jack thrust the camera back at the couple, brushing aside their thanks. She turned, trudging through the crowd. Maybe that was why she felt so edgy in this place. In the world of Mermaid Lost everybody had somebody—families with flocks of children, old couples, still dancing to the tune of their old romance. Even the lifeguards clustered in pairs, laughing.

Jack had no patience for the uncharacteristically wistful sensation tugging in her chest. And she would have died of embarrassment if anyone in this crowd of strangers suspected that something more vulnerable lay hidden beneath the hard-driven journalist she’d worked her whole lifetime to be. Jacqueline Murphy—unflinching under the threat of bomb blasts and machine-gun fire, able to leap tall buildings and capture the most dangerous of stories in a single bound.

Jack grimaced. How many times in the past few years had Ziggy teased that she was becoming a legend on her own. So cool under fire it seemed impossible that she could be so detached and yet capture the pulsing heart of any situation she photographed. The ice queen who never let herself be swept up into the whirlwind of emotions that threatened to destroy the sanity of any combat vet—whether they wielded an M16 or a camera. If only those determined to lionize her knew the truth, Jack thought. She’d just been burying her emotions, storing them up until Ziggy’s death yanked them to the surface. From the night she’d first marched into the smoky press bar half a world away in Paris to the day she’d arrived here at Mermaid Lost, Ziggy could have attested to the fact that the force that had driven her was the same as many a man joining the French Foreign Legion. One badly bruised heart.

Good lord, was she insane? Thinking about a two-week affair after nine years had passed? Or was it inevitable after Ziggy’s death, to remember the force that had brought them together? She didn’t know. But two insignificant weeks still had the power to unnerve her. How strange. Unexpected. She winced, hating to admit even to herself that she’d found a crack in her emotional armor.

Time to go back to the lighthouse, she resolved, far away from crowds and laughter and sunshine. It felt so awkward to her, so strange out here among people safe and laughing. When had peace and leisure become her enemy, more dangerous than the strafing of machine-gun fire?

Somewhere, somehow, her world had turned upside down. Quiet was the enemy now. Because with the quiet came remembering.
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The staircase spiraled up into the light tower, patches of late afternoon sun streaming through the closely webbed vine pattern transforming the wrought iron into an exquisite, immovable circle of lace. Flat on her back on the stone base at the foot of the stairs, Jack shoved with her feet, trying to squeeze her body into a smaller space as she searched for the perfect camera angle to capture the strength and beauty and unexpected bit of whimsy that led to the light far above.

She stopped short, her head banging into one of the posts anchoring the staircase to the floor. Muttering low, she wriggled one hand up to rub at the bump on her head. “It would be just my luck to get stuck and have to be cut out of here with a blowtorch,” she grumbled. “Wouldn’t the guys at the press club just love that. I can just hear it—‘Knew her head was getting too big. Not only does she manage to get herself into a spot she can’t get out of, but she destroys a historical treasure in the process.’”

It was China Pepperell who had talked her into taking shots of the lighthouse interior, painting images of the place as a home as well as a landmark. And Jack had acquiesced figuring that even if the pictures weren’t much use for Ziggy’s book, she could hand them off to the older woman as a sort of payment for kindnesses lavished on Jack no matter how many times Jack argued against them.

A burning ache tightened the muscles in Jack’s neck. She grimaced, muttering aloud. “China will be pleased. If I end up in traction, she can come to the hospital to visit and there’ll be no escape for me. There I’d be, trapped like a rat in one of those hospital gowns that leave your backside bare, and she’d be bound and determined to keep me compan—whoa!”

Jack grappled with her camera as sunlight suddenly streaked just the way she’d wanted, lighting up the cylinder of the tower, making it mystical, an unexpected work of art.

Her heart fluttered as she lowered the camera back onto her chest. She lay still for a moment, just enjoying the sensation of a mission accomplished. She’d have to remember this feeling late tonight when her bumps and bruises were clamoring for attention, and every muscle in her body ached from lying so long on the cold stone. She was just trying to wedge herself back out through the opening between the stairs’ iron supports when she heard a knock on the lighthouse door.

She grimaced, knowing full well who it would be. The thing she liked best about staying at Mermaid Lost was its isolation. The worst challenge was the fleet of Pepperells that made their way up to their old homestead whenever the mood struck them.

They always came bearing gifts. Chocolate cake, casseroles to put into the freezer, books and articles about points of interest that might help her with her project or bundles of candles when it looked like a storm might knock out the electricity. She’d spent a third of her life in places where people had barely heard of electricity, but she hadn’t had the heart to tell them that. Not when she’d figured out their motives a long time ago. They were afraid she’d be lonely.

Wanting to be alone—now, that was a concept the Pepperells couldn’t begin to understand. Packed into the lighthouse tight as pickles in a jar, China’s six surviving sons quarreling madly, hosting a constant stream of in-laws and children and friends the family had known for generations, they probably couldn’t fathom the charm in solitude. Couldn’t understand how Jack craved it. But alone was the one place she could let her guard down, allow her restless mind to empty itself of the blur of violence and greed and courage she’d seen. The one place no one could ask anything of her—not a scrap of food, not a forbidden book, not secret, safe passage out of a hellhole somewhere in a country with a name most people couldn’t pronounce.

Or worst of all, her own mother, asking her to come home and pretend that the disaster of her childhood had never happened, that they’d really been that picture-perfect family that had smiled out of the photos in the engraved Christmas cards they’d always sent.

Jack would have loved to lie still on the cold stone floor, ignore the insistent knocking at the door and wait until her visitor went away like any normal person would. Unfortunately, she knew China Pepperell wouldn’t give up that easily. The woman had a key and the irrefutable innkeeper’s excuse that she was bringing fresh towels and sheets and would be checking supplies to see whatever else her guest needed.

No, there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Jack would just have to get rid of her as quickly as possible. She managed to shinny out from under the base of the stairs and scramble to her feet. Shoving her hair out of her eyes, she went to open the door.

She should have been irritated, but it was hard to hold on to that emotion when you came face-to-face with China Pepperell. The woman was sixty years old, but it seemed nobody had bothered to tell her. She was twice as spry as any twenty-year-old Jack had ever met. She’d faced the loss of her husband, buried two of her children, and scraped out a hardscrabble life on this weather-beaten stretch of coast. But she bustled around with boundless enthusiasm, mothering anyone who crossed her path, laughing and teasing, enjoying the fun with as much gusto as any of her six remaining sons.

“And so, my girl, how are you on this lovely day?” she asked, grinning over her stack of thick, fluffy towels.

“Fine.”

“Fine? What kind of a poor excuse for a word is that? It tells me nothing useful, except that you’ve no intention of telling me how you really are.”

Jack stifled a sigh. The woman had unerring accuracy in judging other people’s moods, maybe an ability she’d honed in a lifetime of trying to judge the weather. Jack figured her best move would be to change the subject.

“I’ve been following your suggestion. Taking pictures inside the house, here.”

“Most important thing of all, to my way of thinking. Show that this place was someone’s home. A family lived here, laughed here, loved here. And some were buried from here,” she added wistfully. “People see this place like a picture postcard, frozen, empty. Just a pretty shell. Never forget how alive it was, Jack, when the light still burned and the ships sheared off, afraid of the shoals.”

China’s storm-gray eyes grew distant, dreamy, and Jack sensed she was remembering her own boys racketing up and down those iron stairs, or their beds, all six of them crowded into the single room they’d shared. Even Jack could almost hear China’s hotheaded brood of boys squabbling, chasing each other, horsing around until China blew the sea captain’s whistle she still wore around her neck, a gift from her father to keep order among her own mutinous band of little sailors. Jack felt a twinge of guilt that she was only trying to humor China by taking a few shots inside the place and had no intention of using the images in Ziggy’s book.

“Can I see what you’ve got so far?” China asked. Jack rarely showed people her works in progress—felt almost rabidly protective of the pictures before she felt ready to have them displayed—doubtless a result of years of her father’s constant criticism. Ziggy had done his best to drive back what he’d affectionately dubbed her “paranoia.” But Jack had never been able to get past the sick sensation she’d felt as a child when Frank Murphy dug through her drawers or her coat pockets, coming up with the little packages of pictures she’d gotten developed at the nearby five-and-dime.

Her stomach still felt hollow at the memory of how his lip would curl in disdain. “Play with your Brownie camera all you want, little girl. You might be able to take pictures at your own kids’ birthday parties without cutting off anybody’s heads, but you’ll never be good enough to photograph anything else.”

Once she’d gotten old enough, she’d found the perfect place to hide her work—inside the boxes of Kotex pads in the closet of her bathroom. That was one place she was certain the mighty Frank Murphy would never have the guts to look.

She couldn’t help smiling even now at what a resourceful little cuss she’d been.

“Jack?” China’s voice broke in. “I promise, I won’t say a word. I just want to see—”

“I’m sorry, China. Really,” Jack said. “But I never show my work until I think it’s ready. Once I do, I promise you’ll be the first to get a glimpse of it.”

China didn’t bother to hide her disappointment. “Well, then, I guess I’ll just have to be a little patient. I’ve waited out hurricanes, Jack Murphy,” she said with a wink. “I can sure as hell wait out you.”

Jack chuckled.

“Thought I’d make up your bed and so forth,” China said, trying to look official. It might have worked if it hadn’t been for the twinkle in her eye.

“You know as well as I do you’re just making up an excuse,” Jack teased. “I should make you do up the bed just out of spite, but I’m feeling particularly gracious today, so I’m letting you off the hook. Just leave the stuff on the table. I’m a big girl. I can even make my own bed now.”

“Maybe you should let someone else do for you once in a while. Maybe it would do you some good to be mothered just a little, even by an old salt like me.”

“We’ve been over this before, Mrs. P.,” Jack said, suddenly wanting to get the woman out of the house. China had touched a nerve. But then, the woman knew it. Family was China Pepperell’s life, always had been. She couldn’t conceive of anyone wanting to live alone.

“The boys pulled up a fine catch in their nets today,” China said, deftly changing the subject. “And their babies, well, they dug up a whole mess of clams. Thought we’d have a clambake down on the beach. Will you come?”

Jack sighed. “You have to be the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met.”

“Besides you, you mean?”

“China, I don’t want to offend you or hurt your feelings, but I’ve told you as plainly as I can that the whole family outing thing—it’s just not my scene.”

“It’s not an outing, it’s a clambake. You could come when you want, and leave when you choose. It would do you good to actually talk to a living human being besides me.”

“And whichever of your boys and their children you send up in an effort to charm me?”

China didn’t even have the grace to blush. “A handsome lot they are, aren’t they? If only you were a bit younger, Asia isn’t spoken for yet.”

“Asia is seventeen!” Jack exclaimed.

“A pity. You’d make fine children, handsome as you both are.”

Children—back to that subject again. Another one of China’s favorites—the glory of motherhood. “We’ve covered this before,” Jack said slowly, deliberately, as if talking to a very slow child. Slow—that was something China Pepperell definitely was not.“I don’t want children. I’ve never wanted children.”

Except for one brief, sweet space of madness when she’d wondered what it would be like to hold a baby with chocolate-dark eyes and a crooked grin, a voice inside her whispered. But she wasn’t about to let China home in on that old chink in her armor.

“I’m no good with children even when I can’t avoid interacting with them,” Jack insisted.

“Interacting? My lord, what a word! You just play with them. Plunk your behind down on the sand next to ’em and ask what kind of castle they’re building.” China must have noticed the tightness around Jack’s mouth. This time it was Mrs. P. who sighed.

“My boys, they keep telling me I shouldn’t pry into your private life, darlin’. It’s not usually my way.”

Jack almost had to laugh in spite of herself at the sudden, prim light in China’s eyes. Not China’s way to pry into people’s lives? Jack thought wryly. It was practically the woman’s full-time occupation. Not only was China Pepperell sure she knew what was best for herself. She knew what was best for everyone else as well.

“It’s just—there’s something about you.” China’s voice gentled. “You remind me of myself, I guess. Hardheaded. So determined to prove you can stand up to any storm. There’s anger in you. That’s what you’d like everyone to see. You’re as ready to jump into any fight as any one of my boys, God bless ’em. But you use your words instead of your fists.”

“Actually, I do kickboxing to keep myself in shape.” Jack tried to joke. “Nothing like whacking a giant punching bag to get your frustrations out.”

“Strike out all you want, Jack, my girl, but it won’t work. Maybe it gets out anger, but it will never get you free of the hurt. That’s what’s really inside you. Pain. You and I both know it’s true. And Ziggy. He knew it, too.”

“Ziggy talked about me?” She winced instinctively. “God, can’t he ever keep his mouth shut—” She stopped, the stark reality of Ziggy’s death slamming into her chest afresh. Ziggy—one of the few people she’d ever allowed herself to love. Even though it had made her mad as hell.

“We got close over the years, Ziggy and I,” China said. “Think he liked me because I could always tell when he was bullshitting me.”

It should have shocked Jack, hearing such crude language coming from a little old woman’s mouth. But it didn’t. It fit with China somehow. The shortest, most succinct way to say something. No mincing around the edges of it, just diving in, headfirst.

“When he put one over on me, he figured he’d really gotten away with something,” she shared, her eyes soft with affection and with loss. “But he wasn’t bullshitting when he talked about you. He worried about you.”

“Yeah, well, he was wasting his time. I’m fine.”

China gave a snort of disgust. “Fine. There’s that word again. Why not come down to the beach at five tonight. You can be ‘fine’ there, too.”

Jack closed her eyes for a moment, imagining the scene all too clearly: China’s sons bantering among themselves, telling off-color jokes while their wives tried to hush them up because of the kids playing nearby; the older children grumbling because they had to keep the wee ones from toddling into the water; the younger kids oblivious, frolicking on the strip of beach near the tumbledown boathouse where the old keepers had kept their rescue boats twenty-odd years ago.

Caleb, the most solemn and dreamiest of the children, one of Seth’s brood, would be gathering shells and making a sweep of heaven on earth, arranging the starfish he found in constellations on the sand. Even Jack hadn’t been able to entirely shut out the winning eight-year-old who’d accompanied his father on missions to the lighthouse more often than any of the other Pepperell children.

The boy had the soul of an artist, here on the wild Maine coast, and the spirit of adventure that had made sailors centuries ago sail in uncharted waters, even though they feared they might fall off the edge of the world.

“We’ll see,” Jack averred. “If I get all my work done here, I might come down.”

They both knew she was lying.

“Well, you’re always welcome.”

For a moment Jack thought she’d finally won. That China was going to turn and go. But the woman had one parting thing to say.

“Jack, God doesn’t always give us the families we wish for. Sometimes, you have to go out into the world and build a family for yourself.”

“I told you, I don’t want—”

“Children, I know. But there’s more to a family than that. It’s anyplace that you can feel safe, loved, sheltered from the storms. Where you can be yourself and never have to be afraid.”

Jack had to question that one. Young Asia must dread the cuffs his older brothers dealt him on a regular basis. The way they tormented him about his seasickness. It would have been easy to dismiss China’s little grain of wisdom if Jack couldn’t also remember scores of acts of kindness she’d seen.

Seth casually putting his own broad body between Asia and the worst of the wind. Rick lending the kid his car for a big date. The bruises and black eyes the whole Pepperell crew had proudly displayed after some muscle-bound tourist and his band of jerk friends had decided to amuse themselves by fighting with one of the locals.

Nobody but Ziggy would ever have put himself between Jack and trouble. Not because Jack didn’t have friends, but because she’d never let them try to help her. Except for Ziggy. And now he was gone.

“You can make a family out of so many things,” China said. “Friends, people you work with. People like us. We Pepperells are always ready to take one more onboard. Like to sail with a full crew. We always have.”

For an instant Jack let herself wonder what it would be like to be taken in to China’s raucous, loving family. To belong at Christmas dinner and birthday parties and clambakes on the shore, instead of enduring the torture of holidays at the Murphy family table. Everyone trying to think of something to say. Pretending they were just like all the other families carving turkeys up and down the block.

There were other places people had tried to take her in. The most impoverished huts in Africa. Tents nomads pitched in the desert, the way their ancestors had hundreds of years before. In India, where people had so little but offered what they possessed with joy in their hearts.

Come in—she could hear them offer in a score of different languages. Warm yourself by our fire, fill your stomach with our food, cool yourself after your long, hot journey.

They’d been offering so much more. Jack had nibbled on a bit of food so as not to offend them. She’d rubbed her hands by their fire, working the feeling back into stiff, half-frozen fingers. She’d drunk deep of their water or their wine, and left gifts to make up for whatever she took. Payment. And yet, you couldn’t ever pay for the welcome in those simple people’s eyes, the openness of their hearts, their courage at ushering others into their humble homes, risking mockery, cruelty, possible danger.

They’d awed Jack. Touched her heart. Showed her without words things she could never possess. Lives in many ways far richer than the one she’d chosen.

Maybe that was why she’d never been able to get her fill of shooting pictures of them—the simple people touched by war or famine. People who still dared to show decency even when they were surrounded by strife.

People China Pepperell would understand, belong with, far more than Jack ever could.

She smiled and nodded, not really hearing China say her good-byes. Jack closed the door, leaned against it for a moment before turning back to the interior of the lighthouse. But the glow of sunshine was gone, blocked by some wayward cloud. The house was silent again, still.

Just the way she liked it, Jack reminded herself. Maybe she’d eat her solitary dinner out by the cliff, or up at the top of the light tower, where the whole world spread out before her in a blanket of buildings and people and coast, stretching so far away.
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Thunder crashed overhead, the weather-alert radio China always insisted be left on spitting out yet another rash of storm warnings through bursts of static. Jack flicked the radio off as she slipped wearily out of the closet she’d turned into a makeshift darkroom. Yeah, yeah, it was going to storm. But for once she was grateful the weather had given her an excuse to shut down operations, her equipment flickering on and off as the bad weather came rolling in.

One of the challenges of staying out on a cliff miles away from civilization was that the power lines were strung so far they were bound to take a beating. But this time, Jack had to admit, the imminent power outage was just as well. Her usual laserlike concentration had flown out the window, landed somewhere back in the middle of her talk with China Pepperell, or out on that strip of sun-kissed beach along with that glowing honeymoon couple or the old man and old woman, their faces still bright with love.

Happily ever after—okay, so her nine years of experience had taught her it could actually exist—for a select few. But not very many. Not for her. When she’d pulled out of her parents’ driveway that long-ago summer on her mission to fill her portfolio, she’d been so sure of herself, so certain she was strong, tough, determined. What she’d really been was completely gullible, embarrassingly naïve. Now, whenever she thought about the girl she had been, she wanted to shake her until her teeth rattled. Tell her what an idiot she’d been, leaving herself open to the kind of pain her blind adoration for a man had earned her.

“You should’ve been falling on your knees in gratitude when things blew up instead of crying yourself sick,” Jack grumbled to the kid she had been. “Things worked out the way they were supposed to. You realized your childhood dream. How many people get the chance to do that? If you’d married Tom Brownlow, you just would’ve ended up limiting yourself for him, ended up resenting him. And you would have despised yourself for selling out. You got just what you always wanted. And he made his own choices, too.”

Maybe so, a voice prodded her, but his choices had promised disaster. Jack had seen firsthand what happened when people sold themselves out. Nobody won—not even if their reasons were the kind the world would call “noble.” She only had to look at her mother to know that.

But then, Tom must have gotten something out of the situation or he wouldn’t have plunged in. Who knew? Maybe he’d gotten what he’d wanted, after all.

At the moment, Jack just wished he’d get the blazes out of her head.

A knock sounded on the door. Jack made a face. Doubtless, China or some of her crew coming up to deliver armfuls of candles and oil for the kerosene lamps, and warn her it was going to rain. As if she couldn’t see through the windows the storm clouds racing across the sky.

And of course, the “Pepperell of the day” would plead that she come down the narrow cliff road to weather the storm in the cozy rooms above the pub.

You never know when the storm could wash the lighthouse road out. You might not be able to get down from the cliff for days.

Ah, Jack had to resist saying, but that was the beauty of it. No one could get up the road, then, either.

Thunder clapped again, and she hurried toward the door. Seemed like the kind of storm where China or some of her brood could get stranded up here. That was the last thing she needed.

Another knock on the door. Must be the most eager of the Pepperell brothers. If Asia got stuck up here, she’d surely lose her mind. As his brothers were always saying—seventeen-year-old Asia could talk the shine off a brass doorknob.

“I’m coming,” Jack called. She fumbled with the knob, swung the door open.

She blinked hard. Whoever it was, it sure wasn’t Asia. The figure who stood with his back toward her was no gangly teenager. His body was unmistakably that of a man as he looked back toward the SUV parked in the lighthouse driveway. The wind molded his navy blue jacket around broad, hard-muscled shoulders that weren’t strangers to hard physical work. Wavy black hair just a little too long skimmed a leather collar turned up against the wind. Long, runner’s legs filled to perfection jeans worn soft and pale blue in all the right places, while scuffed boots braced hard against the buffeting of the wind.

Something about him tugged hard inside Jack—the instinctive pleasure of an artist glimpsing a truly intriguing subject to capture in clay, on canvas or film. A challenge to see if her talent or creativity or inner vision would be strong enough, skilled enough or patient enough to do justice to so fine a subject.

For the first time since she’d trudged up to this lighthouse, Jack felt the burn of real enthusiasm in her veins.

The man turned, the stormy skies casting his face in shadows.

Jack flicked on the porch light, froze, excitement plummeting to cold shock as she stared into blazingly familiar brown eyes.

She hadn’t faltered when rooftops had blown off mere yards from where she stood, but only years of practice kept her legs steady now. Tom Brownlow stood before her, as if she’d conjured him out of thin air.

Relentlessly masculine planes and angles framed a darkly tanned face far more mature than the one in her memory. A square chin jutted defiant at the world, its pure stubbornness belied by the unmistakable sensuality of his mouth. But it was his eyes that confused, tempted, entranced—dark, sensitive, strong, no stranger to either laughter or trouble, willing to stare either one full in the face. Yet bullheaded, too, stubborn enough to be blind when the truth was too brutal, unwilling to let other people make their own choices when in his so-wise opinion they might get hurt. That was one flaw Jack had never been able to forgive him.

What was it an African woman had once told her? That you could summon up evil spirits by dwelling on them in your mind. The man standing in front of her wasn’t exactly evil, and was definitely too solid to be a spirit. In spite of that, Jack wished like hell she’d learned the African woman’s spell for sending him back to wherever he came from.

Most aggravating of all was the differences in their reactions. While she felt as if she’d just been hit with a baseball bat, Tom looked past her into the lighthouse, so preoccupied it was as if he didn’t see her at all. “Sorry to disturb you with the storm coming and all, but I was wondering if you had any rooms to rent?” he asked so civilly Jack wondered if she’d hit her head harder than she realized rummaging around under that staircase.

Time spun backward, images flashing in her mind like a slide show spun out of control.

A blazing hot Kentucky night when she’d just turned twenty-one, her lungs clogged with smoke she couldn’t cough free. Soot and grime coated her skin, jeans and tee shirt while the stench of burned fur and panic swirled up from the crumpled, bleeding form clutched in her aching arms. Pain searing her toes as she kicked the metal door to the vet hospital with all her might.

She remembered footsteps, hollow beyond the steel door, shadows beyond the glass windowpanes of someone approaching.

Tears flowed down her cheeks, her hand burning where the terrified animal had bitten her before it realized she’d come to help. But even then, Jack had feared she was too late. The black-and-white Border collie weighed down her arms, blood oozing in spite of Jack’s makeshift bandage, silky, furred head drooping as if the pup were too tired to hold on.

“Someone’s coming. They’re going to help you,” Jack murmured to the animal, hoping she was right.

The clinic door swung open, a man in his mid-twenties towering over her, dark eyes exhausted in a face that could have made Mel Gibson jealous. Sexy features, intense, dark eyes, a mouth mingling the sensual and the sensitive above a stubborn, square-set chin.

“Help her!” Jack had croaked, thrusting the dog into his arms. “You have to help her. Something fell on her back legs, trapped her in a barn hit by lightning.”

Dark eyes probed hers so deeply Jack could feel it in her toes. “You went into a burning building to save your dog?” he said, admiration in his face.

“Not my dog. A stray. I was taking pictures for my portfolio. Shooting an abandoned barn in the storm. Lightning struck the building and the whole thing turned to flame. I heard her crying, ran inside. She’s nothing but skin and bones and terrified of everything.”

“Except you.” Warm, rich—his voice was as bracing as a quick shot of bourbon. Was it that sound or her ordeal charging into the burning building that made her suddenly light-headed?

“What’s your name?” he demanded.

“Jack. Jacqueline Murphy.”

He signaled her toward an examining table. As gently as possible, she set the collie down on its smooth, cool surface. “That was a damned brave thing to do,” he said, taking a length of hot-pink stretchy gauze from his pocket and deftly twisting it around the dog’s long muzzle to keep it from biting. “It was also a damned stupid one. You know nothing about this dog’s temperament, its medical history. In its panic, it could have gone for your throat.”

“Just my hand,” Jack muttered under her breath, but the vet didn’t hear her, he was too busy rummaging around on a nearby tray. Glass clinked, metal thunked softly, stiff paper underneath the instruments crackling.

He grabbed a hypodermic needle, drew medicine into it from a clear glass bottle, then threaded the needle into one of the dog’s veins. His mouth tightened in empathy when the dog gave a whimper. The vet murmured soothing words, stroking the collie as he finished with the injection.

“That should help with the pain,” he said. Setting the syringe aside, he looked up at Jack, a deep crease between his dark brows. “I’m Dr. Tom Brownlow, a student here. Please tell me something, Jack Murphy. Tell me this dog didn’t bite you.”

Jack shoved her bloodied hands into the folds of her tee shirt. “I had to pull the dog to get her free from a wagon axle that had smashed down on her legs. I would have bitten me, too! So what? I’ll heal.”

She started as he grasped her wrists in both of his large, strong hands, drawing her fingers from the soot-smeared folds of her tee shirt, revealing them to the bright institutional lights blazing overhead.

Jack’s own stomach churned a little as Tom Brownlow turned her hands over, revealing a pattern of puncture wounds, deep and filthy and oozing.

“Yeah. You’ll heal all right,” he said, deftly flushing the wounds with warm water. “But not until you’ve gone through a hell of an ordeal on your own.”

“What are you talking about?”

“This dog is a stray,” he explained gently. “No tags. No owner. No…rabies vaccine.”

Even Jack knew what that meant. Her knees threatened to cave. He grasped her by the arm, eased her down onto a chair. “You’re going to need a series of rabies shots—two weeks’ worth.”

Jack felt the blood drain from her face, her paranoia about needles kicking in full force. “I guess it will be worth it, if the puppy gets to live.”

His face darkened.

“What is it?” she demanded harshly.

“One more problem we’re going to have to sort out. The dog is a stray,” he repeated. “That means there’s no one to pay massive medical bills or help her through a long, grueling recovery. I hate the system as much as anyone, but the bottom line is that it doesn’t seem fair to put the dog through the pain and suffering of surgery when we’ll have to put her to sleep in the end anyway. There will be no one to help the dog learn how to get along with that mangled hip of hers. Seems more merciful to put her out of her misery as soon as possible. I’m sorry.”

And Jack had known he really was. What neither one of them had expected was just how much more they would have to regret before the next two weeks were done.

Jack shook herself inwardly, trying to clear away the memories, focus on the present, as strange and surreal as it was. But the images from the past were still vivid. Her insistence that “Gracie” was her dog. The conspiratorial compassion in Tom’s eyes that told her he knew she was lying. She’d had to assist in the surgery, since Tom was the only one left at the clinic. She still remembered the shape of his hands, long-fingered and deft like an artist’s, as he set what was broken, stitched what was torn, healed what was hurting.

And later, while Gracie was recovering in his apartment, Jack had felt that tender touch on her own skin. She stared at him, trying to grasp the fact that nine years later, maybe a lifetime later, Tom was standing before her again, real again. And while he’d caused Jack’s memory to flood with painful memories, her presence hadn’t made Tom so much as flick an eyelash.

Don’t let yourself get tangled up into some kind of a knot over this, Jack warned herself. You don’t have time or energy with the book deadline and Ziggy’s death to deal with. So what if the man turned up on the doorstep of this blasted lighthouse? He can just go right back where he came from.

She forced a smile. “Sorry, Tom. No room at the inn,” she said, her voice sounding absurdly nonchalant even to her own ears. But then, she’d had lots of practice hiding her feelings. Plenty of times her life had depended on it.

Tom stiffened at the sound of his own name, his gaze finally fixing on Jack’s face. He paled as if he’d seen one of China’s ghosts. He took a half step back, recognition flashing into his eyes. “J—Jack? Is that…you?”

“Yeah, it’s me. What a surprise, huh?” That should win the Pulitzer for understatement of the year.

He stared at her as if her face were a puzzle whose pieces didn’t quite fit. As if he’d never seen her before. Maybe he hadn’t. She could see his face shifting, emotions streaking across features even more stunningly handsome than she’d remembered. Was he recalling how horrified he’d been, discovering that she’d run short of money and was camping out in her ’69 Mustang, hoping to capture that elusive masterpiece of a photograph that would open the door to the press corps, make people take her seriously? Too proud to ask her parents for more money, too stubborn to admit defeat.

He’d offered to let her crash at his student apartment until her wounds healed up, fully intending to do the honorable thing and keep his hands off of her. She was so damned young, unprotected; what he hadn’t figured on was the hunger inside her, the eagerness in her or that she’d fall in love. How he’d be her first lover, and she’d be wild to learn all the sensual secrets of her newly awakened body and his harder, more experienced one.

“I was just coming to see if this place had been rented,” he explained.

“As you can see, the lighthouse is taken—all mine for the next two months. I’m afraid you’re out of luck. There are lots of places down in the village. You might be able to find someplace there.”

“The village? No.” He tensed. “No, thanks. I don’t want to stay where…” He hesitated, and Jack sensed he wasn’t going to finish what he’d started to say. “It’s so—you know.”

Actually, she had no idea what he objected to. Mermaid Lost was charming, nothing like those tourist traps Jack thought anyone should try to avoid like a bad haircut.

Jack shrugged. “Well, it’s up to you,” she said.

“Jack, how…how are you? How have you been?” he asked, as obviously unnerved as she was.

“Fine.” The word had barely slipped out when Jack started imagining China’s reaction to it.

“Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, Tom, but I’ve never been real big on talking about old times. And, I’m in deadline hell. Howitzers aimed at my head from all over New York. So, sorry there’s no room for you here. I’m sure you can find someplace to stay down in the village, at least until the storm passes. Guess I’ll say good-bye.” She started to shut the door, wanting a solid piece of wood between herself and memories his appearance was dredging up.

Tom’s hand shot out, flattened on the door, held it open, his face harder, darker than she remembered it. “Wait. Please, Jack. Just give me a minute.” He let his hand fall away from the wooden panel, squeezed his fingers into a fist, then released it. His eyes flashed once more to the vehicle parked on the crushed-shell driveway.

Jack’s stomach sank like a cold stone. Someone was waiting in the car. Who else could it be besides the rest of the happy family? The woman Tom had chosen to marry leaving Jack brokenhearted and alone. The child that had been born seven months after Jack had left Kentucky, Tom and her dreams behind.

Jack scoffed inwardly. To think there had been a time she’d actually thought Tom was more tuned into people’s feelings than any other man she’d ever known. Obviously wrong again.

“You could have saved yourself a lot of trouble by picking up the phone and calling to make a reservation before you drove all the way out here. Too bad you’re inconvenienced, but when you just drop in somewhere on a whim, you’re bound to be disappointed once in a while.”

“I’m not just wanting to stay here on a whim,” Tom protested. “There’s a reason I need to stay here.”

“Need to?” she cut in, wanting to get him the hell off the cliff as quickly as possible. “No, Tom—I’m the one who needs to stay here—and in peace and quiet. I’m doing a book about this place. I promised a friend that I would finish it on time. That’s two months from now. So—”

The face she’d once loved tensed, as if his request were as difficult for him to stomach as it was for her. “I don’t want to stay here,” Tom admitted. “Hell, I’d rather be anywhere on God’s earth than be here, even if you were three thousand miles away.”

Why should it bother her that he wanted her on the other side of the world? Jack thought, oddly irritated. Wasn’t that exactly where she wanted him? Back where he belonged, knee-deep in Kentucky bluegrass with all the wounded creatures he was always taking in.

“Jack, I don’t want to be here, but my daughter does.” He said it sharply, quickly, not hesitating for an instant, but then, he’d had years of medical experience. He knew if you were going to rip open an old scar it was better to do it quickly.

“This is the one place in the whole world Lucy wants to see.”

Lucy—the little girl’s name. She tried not to remember how much the child’s existence had tortured her, how she’d spent her first few years racing around the globe trying not to wonder if the baby had Tom’s dark eyes, or Tom’s crooked grin.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you—and your daughter. But Lucy”—she forced herself to say the name aloud—“will have to just see the lighthouse some other time. I’m sure if you or Laura talk to the innkeeper, Mrs. Pepperell, there will be another time you and your—family can stay at Mermaid Lost.”

“Laura’s not in the picture anymore. We divorced five years ago.”

Jack felt a rush of irritation. It had only taken him three years to get Laura’s number? Too bad he hadn’t figured it out when it could have made a difference.

Tom’s jaw clenched, and he blinked fiercely, as if the wind had blown something into his eyes. He swiped the back of his hand over them, and Jack stilled, sensing something inside him, deep, far beyond that iron control.

“Daddy?”

Jack started as the word vanished in an uproar—a sudden thud, a high pitched cry as a small figure in yellow crashed into the antique milk box on the stone steps, knocking a tin pitcher full of wildflowers to the ground. Metal banged against stone, a small head clunked against a wooden pillar, a blur of little arms and legs flailing in the dim light. Tom wheeled, swooping the small bundle up into his tender grasp.

A little girl—small for her eight years—stared warily at Jack from her perch in her father’s arms, embarrassment darkening freckle-spattered cheeks. With one bandaged finger, the child shoved a pair of thick, clear-framed glasses back up onto her small upturned nose. The glasses made her translucent green eyes seem far too big for her face.

Jack didn’t move, but inside she reeled as if she’d just taken a blow to the solar plexus.

The child peered out at the world like a lost fairy, her solemn face framed against the crisp folds of her father’s blue shirt. Jack tried not to flinch. The little girl was wearing a yellow tee shirt with one of those “Save the World” mottoes on it—a circle of endangered species frolicking about with smiles on their faces in hopes of a kinder, gentler world. Just the kind of thing Jack would expect Tom’s daughter to wear. But it seemed the animal-loving banner on the shirt and the dimple in her left cheek was the only way the child resembled her father.

She’d seen Laura only once, in Tom’s apartment the night “happily ever after” had fallen apart, and yet she’d never forgotten the face of the woman who had altered her life forever.

If someone flashed her a handful of photos of the exquisitely lovely Laura Willoughby and this child at the same age, Jack was sure she’d feel hard-pressed to tell them apart. The shoulder-length, tawny-gold hair, caught back in sparkly butterfly barrettes. The one slight difference between them was the light sprinkling of freckles dusting the little girl’s delicate nose and the pair of clear-framed glasses that accented her expressive eyes. But Jack would bet the child’s mother just covered a matching set with a fine layer of makeup. The girl clutched a wad of pink blanket sheepishly under one arm as she peered warily at Jack.

“Are you okay?” Tom asked, brushing at the child’s dirt-covered knee with his free hand.

“Yeah,” the girl said in a small voice. “At least this time I didn’t break my glasses. I didn’t break anything else, either. Good thing or this lady might not let me stay in the lighthouse. Right, Dad?”

“That’s uh, what this lady and I are trying to clear up right now. I thought I told you to stay in the car until things were settled, Lucy.”

But the child didn’t seem much concerned about her father’s gentle scolding. In spite of her age, Lucy snuggled against Tom, according him a level of fatherly trust Jack could scarce imagine possible.

“The thunder’s getting close now,” Lucy confided. “And it’s dark. Real dark.”

Tom glanced over his shoulder to where the lighthouse gardens lay, their colors blurred and dim. “You’re right. It did get dark,” he soothed. “I hadn’t noticed or I wouldn’t have left you out in the car.”

Lucy flashed him a little smile.

“I’m sorry about knocking your pitcher over,” she said to Jack. “Sometimes I clunk into stuff, especially when I’m running around after dark.”

“No damage done,” Jack said, unable to deny the genuine contrition in the little girl’s face.

“Lucy, this is Jack—ah, Jacqueline Murphy,” Tom introduced. “Jack, my daughter, Lucy.”

The elfin face grinned. “Is this your lighthouse, Jack? It’s the prettiest one we’ve seen all day.”

“No. Mermaid Lost isn’t mine. I’m just staying for a little while.”

“Like Daddy and me, then. You’re just visiting.”

“No,” Jack denied. “Not exactly.”

“We can’t stay at the lighthouse, Lucy. Jack has a very special job to do while she’s here and not much time to do it in,” Tom hastened to try to explain. “She travels all over the world. So her time here is very important.”

“Oh.”

Jack felt an odd twinge at the shadow that fell over the child’s face. Lucy regarded her for a long moment in silence.

“I guess you don’t go home much,” Lucy said at last.

“Not much,” Jack agreed. “I travel all the time. I have to go where there are things that people want pictures of.” She stunk at explaining things in a way that a child could understand. But Lucy was staring up at her, her brow crinkled in concentration, her eyes intent and a little bit sad, as if it were strangely important to the little girl to try to understand.

“Like—well, the Pyramids,” Jack ventured. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t take pictures of the Pyramids here. I have to go where they are, in Egypt.”

Obviously Jack hadn’t cleared things up any. Lucy looked even more somber than before.

“Actually,” Tom interrupted, “that’s why Jack is here right now at this lighthouse. She’s making a book about it.”

Alarm streaked across Lucy’s face, the little girl grabbing at Tom’s arm. “But she can’t do that! Mom is making a book about this place. That’s like—like copying on a test, isn’t it, Dad?”

Laura Willoughby writing a book? Jack had never figured the woman had written anything more than her signature on her daddy’s charge card. Her surprise must have shown on her face.

Was it possible? Tom looked even paler, his face more tense than it had been a moment before. “It’s not like copying at all. Jack’s book is nothing like…Mom’s. Jack’s will be for grown-ups. Your mom’s is—”
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