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“WE NEED TO BE THINKING OF A PLAN TO GET OUT OF THIS CAVE,” SHE SAID, EVEN AS SHE BATTLED THE URGE TO WRAP HER ARMS AROUND HIS NECK.

He pulled her closer, and she went without even a token protest.

“Know what? Plan or no plan, until the water goes down, we’re stuck.” The warmth of his breath feathered across her lips.

“We are?” She wanted to bridge the fraction of an inch that separated their mouths more than she had ever wanted to do anything in her life.

“Unless you were joking about us not being able to fit through that passage.” His voice was husky.

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.” His nose touched hers. It was a nothing touch, really, quick and elusive, probably accidental. It sent fire shooting clear down to Lynn’s toes.

“Jess,” she said, and stopped because she had forgotten what she was going to say. One thought filled her mind to the exclusion of all else: She wanted to kiss him. She wanted to make love to him. Badly.

With a sound that was part moan, part sigh, she slid her arms around his neck and gave herself up to Jess.
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PROLOGUE

June 19, 1996
3:00 P.M.

“ARE YOU READY TO DIE?”

Jess Feldman exchanged glances with his brother, Owen, and tried to sidestep the wild-eyed man who suddenly blocked their path.

“I said, are you ready to die?” The man stayed with them, his voice rising an octave. One of a group of sign-carrying marchers in front of Salt Lake City’s airport, he was fortyish, balding, wearing a cheap gray polyester suit, a yellowing white shirt, and an ancient-looking black tie.

“Bug off,” Jess said, not gently, as Owen caught the sleeve of his plaid flannel shirt and dragged him past.

“Repent!” the man screamed after them. “The end of the world is at hand!”

“Oh, yeah?” Jess tossed back over his shoulder. Owen towed him forward implacably. “When?”

“June twenty-third, nineteen ninety-six, sinner! At nine A.M.!”

A police car with flashing lights pulled up to the curb. The doomsayer turned away.

“Talk about specific,” Jess said to his brother. “I wonder what happens to these guys when they make a prediction like that and the world doesn’t end on schedule?”

Owen shrugged. “Predict again, I guess. Come on, we don’t want to be late for the guests. This group’s from a swanky girls’ school in Chicago, remember.”

“That’s my kind of group,” Jess said with a grin.

As Owen pulled him through the double doors Jess glanced back. A pair of uniformed cops talked to the marchers. One of their signs drooped his way. Jess read it.


REPENT!

THE END OF

THE WORLD

IS

AT HAND!



Beneath the warning was a bloodred heart, broken in two, with one half toppled over on its side. Under the heart were the words LOVE HEALS.

“Bunch of nuts,” Jess muttered, shaking his head. Then the big glass doors closed behind him and he forgot all about them.
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June 19, 1996
11:45 P.M.

“SOMEONE’S OUT THERE.”

Sixteen-year-old Theresa Stewart dropped the edge of the faded yellow gingham curtain and backed away from the window. Her voice was hushed, fearful. Outside, the vast, mountainous wilderness that surrounded the trio of ramshackle cabins had been swallowed up by night. Hidden deep in the folds of Utah’s Uinta National Forest, the abandoned mining camp had felt like a sanctuary. More than once Theresa had overheard her father reassure her mother that they were unfindable.

Now, for the first time since the Stewarts had moved into the structure eight months ago, there were strangers outside. Moonlight had silhouetted them briefly as they had stepped from the forest into the clearing surrounding the camp. Theresa had seen three of them, possibly more.

“Probably a bear.” Theresa’s mother, Sally, looked up from the rocking chair where she was nursing Elijah, the youngest of the seven Stewart children. Elijah was six months old, a plump, happy baby, and Sally was in the process of weaning him. But she still liked to nurse him just before putting him down for the night. He slept better that way, she said.

“Mother, it isn’t a bear. I saw men coming out of the woods.”

“Probably just some campers then. It’s summer, you know. We don’t have the forest totally to ourselves like we did during the cold weather.”

Sally sat in front of the fire that was the cabin’s only source of warmth as well as illumination. Despite her reassuring words there was an underlying tension in her voice. She, Theresa, and the four youngest children were alone in the cabin. Michael, her husband, had taken the two older boys and gone to Provo to conduct some business and pick up supplies. He would not be back until the following day.

“I don’t think they’re campers.” Theresa’s voice was hushed as she moved to stand beside her mother. The cabin was small, two rooms on the ground floor with a sleeping loft above. She stood almost in the center of the large front room, which suddenly seemed alive with shadows, her hands clenching into fists at her sides. Terror, raw and primitive, rose like bile in her throat.

Theresa didn’t know how she knew who was out there. She just knew.

“Kyle then. Or maybe Alice, or Marybeth. Or one of the kids, needing to use the necessary.” Marybeth and Alice were Michael’s sisters. Kyle was Alice’s husband. They and their eleven children, who ranged in age from eight to eighteen, occupied the other two cabins. Since the camp had been constructed and abandoned in the late 1800s, there was no indoor plumbing. Anyone needing to answer nature’s call used a shack near the entrance to the old silver mine that had been converted for just that purpose. Or hied himself off to the woods.

“It looked like a man. Men. More than one. They came out of the forest.” Theresa’s voice cracked.

“Are you sure?”

Theresa nodded.

Sally detached the sleeping baby from her breast and stood up, pulling her blouse closed. “Theresa, honey, it can’t be them. It can’t be.”

“Mother—”

A knock on the door interrupted. Theresa and her mother drew closer together instinctively, both staring at the rough-hewn wood panel. The baby whimpered, as if sensing their fear. Sally pressed him closer to her breast.

Sally knew as well as Theresa did that none of their relatives would ever knock like that. It was a soft knock, so soft it was sinister.

“Hush, now,” Sally whispered to the baby. Then, handing him to Theresa, she added, “Take him into the back room.”

The instruction scared Theresa. She realized that her mother, too, felt the evil on the other side of the door. She accepted the baby, clutching him to her bosom, vaguely comforted by his milky smell, the warm weight of him, the feel of his little head brushing against the underside of her chin as he rooted in search of a comfortable position.

“Go on,” Sally said, giving Theresa a push. “It’s probably just some lost campers, but still …”

A few steps took Theresa into the tiny dark room that served as their kitchen-cum-storage-room. Turning, she forgot what she was going to say as she watched Sally pick up the double-headed ax that stood in a corner of the front room.

Clutching Elijah, Theresa backed deep into the shadows as her mother faced the door, hefting the ax.

There was a thud, a crash, the shriek of splintered wood and broken hinges as the door was kicked in.

Scrambling for cover, holding Elijah close, Theresa heard the sounds of a struggle, her mother’s scream.

Then she heard a voice, a voice she recognized, a voice straight out of the nightmare she had tried and tried to forget but never could.

It was Death’s voice, whispering: “It’s time.”
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June 20, 1996
5 P.M.

HER BUTT HURT.

Lynn Nelson stifled a groan and rubbed the offending body part with both hands. Not that the impromptu massage did much good. The ache did not abate.

Realizing how peculiar her actions must look, Lynn dropped her hands and cast an embarrassed glance around to see if anyone was watching. Her fellow vacationers—a group of twenty fourteen- and fifteen-year-old girls, two teachers, and two other parent chaperons like herself—all seemed to be going merrily about the business of setting up camp for the night. Nary a watcher in sight. Nor a fellow butt-rubber, either.

Did they all have buns of steel?

Apparently. No one else seemed to be walking around as if she had a corncob shoved up where the sun don’t shine. No one else even limped.

“Did you find what was bothering him yet?” The speaker was a wiry, twenty-something pony wrangler whose name, Lynn thought, was Tim. Dressed in jeans and boots, with a cowboy hat shoved down over his short blond curls, Tim looked every inch at home on the range. Which, Lynn had already guessed, was the idea.

“Not yet.” Lynn cast a look of loathing at the cause of her misery—a shaggy mountain pony named Hero—and retrieved the metal pick from the ground where she had stuck it moments before while she attended to more pressing needs. Grabbing the beast around the foreleg as Tim had shown her earlier, Lynn tried to pry a muddy hoof off the ground.

What must have been a thousand pounds of sweaty, stinky horse leaned companionably against her. Its rotten-grass breath whooshed past her cheek.

Pee-yew. Lynn remembered why she hated horses.

“Get off, you,” she muttered, shoving the animal with her shoulder, and was rewarded by a soft nicker and even more of its weight.

Though she pulled with all her strength, the hoof didn’t budge.

“Here.” Grinning, Tim moved to help her, picking up the hoof with no trouble at all and handing it to her.

“Thanks.” If her tone was sour, Lynn couldn’t help it. She felt sour. And sore.

Bent almost double, straddling a hairy, muddy animal leg, Lynn once again stabbed her pick into the mud-packed hoof that was clamped between her knees.

Hero leaned against her. Lynn contemplated horse-icide.

“Dig in there a little deeper and I bet you’ll find a rock,” Tim said.

You’ll learn to take care of your own horse, the brochure advertising the trip had promised.

Remembering, Lynn thought, whoopee.

Another dig, and the mess in the hoof popped free. A rock, just as predicted, packed in with a dark substance too malodorous to be mud. Yuck.

“Good job.” Tim gave her an approving pat (or maybe whack was a better word) on the shoulder. Losing her balance, Lynn staggered backward, dropping both hoof and pick. The pony stomped its foot, snorted loudly, and turned its head to look at her. If the animal had been human Lynn would have sworn it snickered.

“Oh, sorry,” Tim said, his amusement obvious as he retrieved the pick. “We’ll make a horsewoman out of you yet. You’ll see.”

“I can’t wait.”

“Here, give him this and he’ll love you forever.”

“Lucky me.” Under Tim’s supervision Lynn clumsily fastened a feed bag around Hero’s head. The pony twitched its ears at her and began to eat.

“Now pat him,” Tim directed. Patting was not Lynn’s first choice of things to do to the mangy beast, but she swallowed her less civilized impulses and complied. Hero’s hairy hide felt rough as she bestowed a perfunctory pat. Turning her hand palm up, she looked down in distaste at the dirt and reddish-brown hairs left clinging to her fingers.

“Good job.” With a nod Tim moved on down the line of the tied string of ponies.

Dismissed at last, Lynn pushed her fist hard against the aching small of her back and tried not to dwell on the fact that this was only the second day of a ten-day-long wilderness “vacation.” And she tried not to rub her butt again either.

What had possessed her to come?

Rory, Lynn acknowledged, tottering toward one of the small campfires that was supposed to provide protection—hah!—from the no-see-ums. Her fourteen-year-old daughter had not asked her to be part of this freshman-class trip. On the contrary Rory had groaned when Lynn told her she had volunteered. But Lynn felt Rory needed her. And she needed time with her daughter, to shore up a relationship that lately felt like it was coming apart at the seams.

Anyway, the promotional literature advertising the trip had made it seem educational, fun, and the experience of a lifetime, all rolled up in one all-inclusive package deal.

So she had taken two weeks off from the daily grind of television broadcasting—her first real vacation in three years, and here she was, on the side of some godforsaken mountain in the High Wilderness area of Utah’s Uinta Range, tagging along on a teenage girl’s horseback-riding fantasy trip.

The question was, was she having fun yet?

The answer was an emphatic no!

Lynn collapsed on a bale of hay placed near the campfire for just that purpose and tried to look on the bright side of things. Indulging Rory’s love of the outdoors was at least preferable to dealing with her escalating boy-craziness. This trip—her daughter’s reward for sticking out a whole year at Collegiate, an exclusive girls-only academy—had cost the earth, but it was thankfully male-free.

Except for the guides. Six of them, all male. All attractive. Of course. That was the way life worked. She should have expected it.

Just as she should have expected her new riding boots to pinch, her butt to ache, her nose to be sunburned despite lashings of sunscreen and the wide-brimmed hat she had worn all day, and her skin—even where it didn’t show—to feel like it needed a once-over with a Dustbuster to remove the grit.

She hated horseback riding.

Lynn shifted position, winced, and rubbed the knuckles of her clenched fists hard against her thighs. She felt like she was getting charley horses in every muscle below the waist.

“This might help.” The man hunkering down beside her—yes, hunkering was the right word; men in Utah really did hunker down—held out a flattish gold can.

Doc Grandview’s Horse Liniment was scrawled in black letters across the top. Yeah, right, Lynn thought. When even the salve she was offered looked like it could have belonged to Wyatt Earp, Lynn’s skepticism was aroused. Everything about this trip, from the outfitters themselves to the flies that buzzed around the horses’ ears, would have been right at home in the Old West. Lynn’s verdict was, too touristy for words.

“Was I that obvious?” Lynn managed a smile nonetheless, accepting the can and turning it over in her hand. Owen Feldman was part owner, with his younger brother, of Adventure, Inc., the outfit that had arranged and was guiding the trip. Owen was tall, broad-shouldered, and lean-hipped, with close-cropped tobacco brown hair, a craggy, square-jawed face, and baby blues to die for. Maybe a couple of years older than her own age of thirty-five, he was allegedly a born-and-bred Utahn, who knew the Uinta wilderness like few others. According to the brochure he was honest, competent, and utterly reliable—and a real cowboy.

Two days into the trip Lynn had already figured out that she hated cowboys. Especially phony ones. Every time the Feldmans and their crew swung into the saddle, she half expected to hear a hidden orchestra strike up the theme song from Bonanza.

Rory, though, was eating it up. She had already pointed Owen out as a potential playmate for her mom. As for herself, Rory said, she preferred the younger brother, Jess.

The memory made Lynn frown. Where was Rory? And where was Jess?

“Lots of people get saddle sore the first day out,” Owen said, apparently attributing her grim expression to chagrin at being such a wimp. “Just rub this on your … uh, the affected part, and you’ll feel lots better by morning.”

“Thanks, I will.” Lynn slid the shoe-polish-size can into the pocket of her blazing orange windbreaker—new for the trip, the color chosen to prevent some gung-ho hunter from mistaking her for a moose—and stood up. The insides of her knees screamed in protest. The backs of her thighs throbbed. Her butt still ached. Trying not to whimper at the pain, Lynn glanced around the camp. “Have you seen Rory? Or your brother?”

Owen smiled, the tanned skin around his eyes crinkling just the way the tanned skin around a cowboy’s eyes was supposed to crinkle. He stood up too, topping her five foot two by almost a foot. Central casting couldn’t have chosen better, Lynn reflected dryly.

“Rory’s your daughter, right? The little blonde? She and a couple of the other girls wanted to learn how to cast. Jess volunteered to demonstrate before chow.”

“Oh, great.” Lynn couldn’t help the tartness of her tone. While Owen obviously had no problem with his brother taking a gaggle of impressionable young girls off somewhere alone, Lynn did. Jess Feldman was not cut from the same leather as his older brother. Utterly reliable didn’t even begin to apply. “Which way did they go?”

She was trying for a humorous tone, but didn’t quite make it. Owen’s gaze sharpened.

“Come on. I’ll show you,” he said.

“I don’t want to take you away from anything you need to be doing.” Though there was a grain of truth in her reply, the larger reality was that Lynn was simply not comfortable accepting even small favors from anyone. She had been alone for so long, battling her way through the world so that she and Rory could have something better than the nothing with which they had started, that she had grown to like it that way. Never depend on anyone was her motto.

Especially fake cowboys.

“Bob and Ernst are on chow detail. Tim is seeing to the horses. There’s nothing I need to be doing at the moment.” Owen smiled at her. “Come on.”

Lynn returned his smile reluctantly and fell into step beside him. They headed through the campsite toward the thick lodgepole forest that climbed the steep slope on the other side of the clearing. Towering pines had shed enough needles over the decades to make the ground soft underfoot. Lynn felt as if she were walking on an inches-thick carpet.

Most of the girls sat together in a semicircle, singing, on burlap sacks thrown on the ground. Pat Greer and Debbie Stapleton, the other mother-chaperons, glanced up from their self-appointed task of leading the impromptu sing-along to watch as Lynn passed by with Owen.

“… and if another bottle should fall, there’ll be eighty-seven bottles of milk on the wall.…”

Milk.

It was all Lynn could do not to gag. The determinedly cheerful and even more determinedly G-rated warble made her want to barf. Pat and Debbie were Tipper Gore clones: They would never permit their young charges to sing about something as age-inappropriate as bottles of beer.

Lynn liked beer. If there had been one available she would have chugalugged it on the spot just to annoy her fellow mothers.

Because they were annoying her with their cheerfulness, their nosiness, their perfect-motherness.

Lynn could feel the weight of their combined gazes stabbing her in the back as she walked past. Stylish suburban matrons comfortably married to successful men, Pat and Debbie seemed to harbor an instinctive distrust of her. As a single working mother who lived on coffee and cigarettes and had a high-profile, demanding job, Lynn supposed they considered her a different species.

And, she supposed with some reluctance, maybe they were right.

“You have any other children?” Owen asked as he stopped to hold a branch aside so that she could enter the woods ahead of him.

“Rory’s it.” Lynn strove to lighten her mood as well as her tone as she stepped past him onto a well-worn trail. It was dark and gloomy under the trees, and ten degrees cooler. Moss covered everything, from the rocks to the tree trunks to the path. The smell was damp, like somebody’s basement. “My one chick.”

“She looks like you. I would have known her for your daughter anywhere.”

Lynn walked smack into a nearly invisible spider web suspended across the path. Shuddering, she wiped the clammy threads from her face and kept going.

“She does, doesn’t she?” Lynn concentrated on responding intelligently to Owen and tried not to think about the spider that went with the web. She hated spiders. In fact, she and Rory did look alike. Both of them had blond hair—though Lynn admittedly gave nature a hand in keeping her chin-length shag bright—fair complexions, and large, innocent-looking blue eyes. Both were less than tall (she despised the word short), their lack of stature compensated for by slim builds. The difference was that for the last several years Lynn had had to work hard to keep her weight down, while for Rory such slenderness was still effortless. “Poor kid,” she said to Owen.

“I wouldn’t say that.” He was behind her. Lynn couldn’t see his expression, but his tone told her that he admired her looks. Lynn made a face. She hoped he wasn’t going to hit on her. Ruggedly handsome or not, he was going to be disappointed if he did. She had no interest in a vacation fling and no fantasies about bedding a faux cowboy.

“Do you have any children?” Lynn asked, for something to say. The path sloped upward, away from the rocky plateau where they would spend the night. Roots and the protruding edges of buried stones made it necessary to watch where she put her feet. Ahead, Lynn could hear the splash of tumbling water. Cracklings and rustlings and chirpings from living things that she preferred not to speculate about were nearer at hand.

“Nope.” There was a smile in Owen’s voice. “No wife either. My brother says I’m not a keeper. Once they get to know me, women end up throwing me back.”

Lynn was surprised into glancing around. “Surely you’re not as bad as all that.”

Owen’s eyes twinkled at her. “That’s what I think. But Jess was pretty positive.”

Lynn walked on. There was something about that rueful smile that made her wary. It was too charming, almost practiced. Part of the shtick. He might very well be lying to her. For all she knew, the rat could be married with a dozen kids.

Not that she cared whether Owen Feldman was married or not. But it was irritating to think that he might think she was dumb enough to succumb to a smile, blue eyes, and a cowboy hat. She had her faults, but stupid wasn’t one of them.

A sudden bright shimmer of light ahead drew Lynn’s attention. Through a frame of swaying branches, sunlight bounced off the surface of silvery water. As she walked toward the light her view broadened to take in a wide stream, a slash of sunny sky, and the brown and green wall of the forest climbing the mountain just beyond the opposite bank. A well-fed muskrat sat up on a smooth-surfaced gray rock rising from the middle of the current, whiskers quivering as it stared at something the humans could not see. As Lynn watched, it dove beneath the surface with scarcely a ripple, its sleek brown body disappearing from view.

Enchanted by the display, Lynn stepped from beneath the overhanging foliage into a scene of breath-stealing beauty. A wide creek, its water a deep green, flowed over smooth stones toward a rocky staircase some fifty yards away. There it tumbled for nearly twelve feet into a noisy, misty froth of white before continuing its quiet journey down the mountain.

Perched on boulders overlooking the waterfall were two slender, jeans-clad teenage girls. A third, blond and petite and laughing, was thigh-deep in the center of the stream just above the waterfall, legs braced apart, blue T-shirted back resting securely against the white T-shirted chest of a tawny-maned, bronzed-skinned pretty boy.

Rory and Jess Feldman. Lynn’s eyes narrowed. Despite all appearances to the contrary—she was a hair taller than Lynn now, and her childish wiriness had recently been augmented by budding curves—Rory was still a child at fourteen. A boy-crazy child.

Jess Feldman, on the other hand, was no boy. He had to be at least thirty. And, unbelievably, the no-good so-and-so had his arms around her daughter.
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FOR A MOMENT Lynn did nothing, just watched in silence as her fingers curled into fists at her sides.

Jess Feldman’s big, tanned hands covered Rory’s smaller ones. He guided her in slowly arcing overhead and then snapping a thin bamboo fishing pole. The neon-green line looped and sang as it spun out. With a splash the sinker struck the water about twenty feet from the pair and promptly sank.

The girls on the rock applauded. Laughing, Rory turned in Jess’s arms to say something to him, saw her mother on the bank, and froze. Following her arrested gaze, Jess glanced around, discovered Lynn and his brother, and waved.

Nonchalantly. Friendly-casual. Like there was nothing in the scene to upset the mother of the innocent child in his embrace.

“Jess is good with kids,” Owen said comfortably in her ear.

Lynn registered that remark with disbelief, never taking her eyes off the pair in the water. “Good with kids” was not how she would have described Jess Feldman’s demeanor.

“Rory—and the other girls—are not kids. They’re teenagers. Young women,” Lynn said sharply, and beckoned to her daughter.

Rory scowled. Lynn steeled herself for an embarrassing scene if she insisted Rory come out of the water. She wondered, as she so often did these days, just when this hell-bent on self-destruction nymphette had replaced her sweet child.

The change had happened overnight, it seemed. When Lynn thought about it she sometimes conjured up visions from the movie Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Maybe an alien had taken up residence in Rory’s body while the child lay sleeping.

The idea was almost comforting. At least it would absolve Lynn of any blame.

The noisy clang of metal on metal reverberated in the distance: the dinner triangle. Lynn had seen one of the men unpack it earlier.

“Chow!” Owen cupped his mouth to bellow at his brother, who grinned, gave him a thumbs-up, said something to Rory, and deftly reeled in his line. Shouldering the pole, Jess held Rory’s arm above the elbow as the pair clambered from the water. Lynn moved toward them. Owen followed.

“Thanks, Jess,” Rory said with an adoring glance upward when they reached the bank. The other girls—Rory’s best friend, Jenny Patoski, and her second-best friend, Melody James—slid down from their perch to crowd around the two. Jenny was taller than Rory, with curly black shoulder-length hair, big chocolate eyes, and fine features. She was a pretty girl, prettier than Melody, whose light-brown hair was as long and straight as Rory’s but who was unfortunately afflicted with a largish nose and smallish eyes. But even Jenny was not, Lynn thought loyally, as pretty as Rory—especially when Rory was beaming, as she was now.

“You’re welcome.” Jess gave Rory a heartbreaker’s practiced smile, then turned his attention to the other girls as they vied for his notice. He held up a hand for silence. “I’ll catch you ladies later. Right now, let’s go eat.”

Identical bedazzled expressions crossed three young faces as the girls watched him lay aside his fishing pole and reach for a flannel shirt draped over a nearby rock.

As he pulled it on with deliberate slowness, muscles rippling, they practically drooled.

It was all Lynn could do not to let loose with a sarcastic wolf whistle.

Not that she didn’t know where the girls were coming from. On the contrary, she understood only too well. At fourteen she might have been dazzled by Jess Feldman herself. He was sexy, she had to admit, but too deliberately so, though the girls were a little young to make a fine distinction like that. He sported a shoulder-length tangle of gold-shot brown hair (she wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that his blond streaks were as artificially enhanced as hers were), broad shoulders, a leanly muscled torso, and enough tanned hide to reupholster a couch. Add the appeal of narrow hips and long legs in tight, wet-to-the-thigh jeans, the same to-die-for baby blues he shared with his brother, and a crooked, roguish smile, and he was the physical embodiment of a young girl’s fantasy man. It took an adult woman to discern the phoniness behind the package. Everything from his shoulder-length locks to his tight jeans seemed calculated to give females a thrill.

Lynn wondered if the brothers’ last-cowboy shtick helped bring in the tourists. She guessed that it probably did.

The women tourists, anyway.

Though Jess appeared oblivious to the teenagers’ rapt attention as he buttoned his shirt, there was no way he could be unaware of the havoc he was wreaking on their vulnerable libidos: Their hearts (or whatever) were in their eyes. Lynn didn’t doubt that he was tantalizing them deliberately.

He probably got off on giving them a thrill. He was that kind of megalomaniac, Lynn was sure. She’d met the type before, too often. He probably considered himself a stud and proved it as often as possible. The thought made her eyes narrow.

Not with her little girl, he wouldn’t!

“Where’s your jacket?” she asked Rory, tight-lipped. The blue T-shirt with its snarling-bulldog emblem clung too closely to Rory’s budding breasts. Some combination of the cooling air and her wet jeans had chilled Rory to the point where her nipples had hardened and were nudging at the thin knit, plainly visible.

At least, Lynn hoped the reaction was caused by the cold.

The child wasn’t wearing a bra.

“I left my jacket back at the camp. It’s warm. I don’t need one, anyway,” Lynn eyed her child. Rory returned the look with interest.

“Along with your bra?” Lynn asked the question pseudo-sweetly, in a voice too soft for the others to overhear.

“Get a life, Mother.” Both Rory’s voice and demeanor bristled with dislike. “And get off my back.”

“Listen here, young lady—” Lynn heard her own voice rising and bit her lip, cutting herself off. Engaging in a shouting match with Rory would result only in her own embarrassment, she knew from experience. The debacle would end with Rory bursting into noisy tears and Lynn feeling as if someone had punched her in the stomach.

There had to be another way to deal with her daughter. But Lynn was at a loss as to what it could be.

There was another clang of metal. Rory’s gaze shifted from her mother to Jess and instantly grew adoring. Lynn gritted her teeth.

“If we don’t get back we’re going to miss out,” Owen said to his brother. Jess grinned.

“Bob’ll save enough for us. We’re the bosses, after all. Now, these ladies … sad to say, they’re a different story.”

They were moving toward camp now, with Owen ushering them along. The girls chorused a protest at the prospect of missing a meal, while Owen gallantly soothed the waters his brother’s teasing had stirred up.

Lynn tuned the ensuing conversation out. Having fallen into step just in front of Owen, who brought up the rear of their little procession, she silently contemplated the pros and cons of giving Rory a lecture on the dangers of predatory older men as soon as she could get her alone. Worthless, was her verdict as she eyed her daughter’s squared shoulders and swinging backside. Rory was already well aware of her mother’s feelings. Lynn could tell that from the very way the child walked.

And she was defiantly determined to do as she pleased. Lynn could tell that too.

She sighed. When Rory was a baby Lynn had thought that motherhood was bound to get easier as the child grew older. Little had she known!

By the time they reached camp the paean to milk bottles was, thankfully, over. Those who had remained behind were washing up and then standing in line for chow, tin plates in hand. With a cheery word to her friends, Rory scampered off to change her wet jeans.

Lynn and the other two girls walked over to wash their hands in the bucket provided for that purpose. The Feldman brothers headed off together to who-knew-where.

Good riddance, Lynn thought.

“Isn’t Jess a babe?” Jenny said to Melody, who stood behind her in line. Lynn, behind Melody, barely managed not to roll her eyes.

“Bodacious,” Melody agreed. Glancing around at Lynn, she added, “Don’t you think so, Mrs. Nelson?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Lynn said dryly, relieved to see Rory, clad now in dry jeans and a zip-up gray sweatshirt, crossing the clearing toward them. The half-dozen or so bright yellow geodesic tents were clustered together, and it seemed fair to speculate that Jess Feldman had gone inside one to change his wet jeans too. The idea of her hormone-jazzed daughter in close proximity to the object of her latest crush while both changed clothes was not conducive to motherly calm, to say the least.

“What are you guys talking about?” Rory asked her friends as she joined them.

“Jess Feldman,” Melody said. “Your mother thinks he’s an absolute babe.”

“She does?” Rory turned wide eyes on her parent as Jenny reached the bucket and began washing her hands.

Lynn couldn’t help it. This time she did roll her eyes. “Oh, a hunk.”

“Well, I think so,” Rory said, lifting her chin. Lynn could tell that Rory thought her mother was hopelessly old, hopelessly dull, and just hopeless, period. The other girls sent Rory commiserating looks.

“Don’t you think he’s kind of too mature for us?” Melody asked her friends as she took a turn washing her hands. That piece of good sense would have impressed Lynn had not the three girls exchanged glances, said, “Nah!” in the same breath, and burst into giggles.

“You girls better hurry if you want to eat!” called Pat Greer from the head of the chow line. The food and other necessities had been brought in by four-wheel drive—a red Jeep Grand Cherokee, to be precise. The vehicle, which had taken a different, presumably more accessible route to the campsite, had been waiting when they arrived. Now tantalizing smells of barbecue and baked beans emanated from kettles suspended over the largest of the fires.

“We’re coming!”

Melody handed Lynn the soap, and she and Jenny dashed off. Lynn passed the soap to Rory, electing to wait to wash her hands until after her daughter had finished.

Left alone with her mother, Rory soaped her fingers and cast Lynn a hooded glance. Lynn returned her look without speaking.

“Yes, Mother?” Rory said, her voice dripping sarcasm.

Until this last year Rory had called her Mom, or Mommy, in a warmly loving tone that Lynn had never imagined would change, world without end. When it did Lynn had been caught by surprise. The way Rory said Mother sounded both cold and calculated to wound. Lynn hated to acknowledge that it hurt, but it did.

“You know, it would be really easy for you girls to give Jess Feldman the wrong impression,” Lynn said gently. By referring to “girls” rather than just “you” Lynn hoped to defuse some of the animosity that was bound to result.

“I doubt it.” Rory set the soap down and plunged her hands in the bucket to rinse them. “I already told him I want to have his baby.”

“You told him what?” Lynn knew that revealing maternal consternation to Rory was as fatal as showing fear to a snarling dog, but she couldn’t help it. It just came out.

“I told him I want to have his baby,” Rory repeated with malicious enjoyment.

“Rory Elizabeth,” Lynn said, all but gasping as she fought to recover from this body blow. “You didn’t.”

“You are so lame, Mother.” Rory began to dry her hands. The blue eyes that were so like Lynn’s own glittered with hostility. “Owen’s the one you think is a babe, isn’t he? You really ought to try getting it on with him while we’re here. After all, you only live once, Mother, and you haven’t done it in a long time.”

“Rory!” Shock stole Lynn’s breath. Rory grinned, clearly pleased at the result of her bombshell. Tossing away her paper towel, she snatched up a plate from the stack near the bucket and scampered off to join her friends in the chow line. Left reeling, Lynn watched as Rory, in a characteristic gesture she’d been prone to ever since she was tiny, twisted her long blond hair into a rope over one shoulder while she said something in Jenny’s ear. Melody joined in, and the three girls whispered back and forth, leaving Lynn to wonder what they were talking so animatedly about.

Lynn decided she didn’t want to know.

Recovering enough to plunge her hands into the bucket, Lynn found herself praying that Rory was lying to her. Surely she hadn’t said any such thing to Jess Feldman. Surely she knew better.

“So just how long has it been?” prodded a man’s voice behind her as she dried her hands on a paper towel.

Startled out of her reverie, Lynn glanced over her shoulder to find Jess Feldman, of all unwelcome people. Flannel shirtsleeves rolled up to his brawny elbows, he plunged his hands into the soapy water in the bucket. He was wearing dry jeans now and a different, predominantly blue shirt, but he still looked like Brad Pitt auditioning for the Marlboro Man.

Horrific visions of Rory telling him she wanted to have his baby unspooled across Lynn’s mind.

“How long has what been?” she asked evenly, trying to keep from overreacting before she sorted the mess out in her mind.

“Since you’ve done it,” he said, and grinned.
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“THAT’S NOT REALLY any of your business, is it?”

If Lynn sounded hostile it was because hostile was exactly how she felt. He’d picked the wrong time to try a come-on with her. She wanted to pound him over the head with the nearest blunt object. Wadding up the paper towel, she aimed it at a nearby bucket earmarked for trash, wishing the paper towel were a rock and the bucket were his head.

The paper wad hit its target with commendable accuracy. Three years as star pitcher on her high school softball team had left a permanent mark: She nearly always hit what she aimed at.

“Hey, I just want you to know, if you’re looking for volunteers I could probably be persuaded.” Jess was still grinning at her as he soaped his hands. Apparently her hostility had not yet made an impression. Lynn wondered if he was too stupid to recognize dislike when it hit him in the face.

Probably. Pretty boys usually were.

“I just bet you could.” She looked him up and down, her gaze cold. “Keep your pants zipped, Romeo, you’re not my type.” Her voice dropped, and her expression turned deadly as he rinsed his hands and reached for a paper towel. “And while we’re on the subject, you’re not my daughter’s type either. She’s only fourteen years old, in case you didn’t know. Jailbait. I’d remember that if I were you.”

“She’s a cute little kid.” Amusement lit his eyes.

Lynn felt her temper ignite. With an effort she held on to a precarious surface cool. “Keep your hands off her. I warn you.”

“If you’re so concerned, you could distract me.” He wadded up his paper towel and tossed it toward the trash bucket. The missile fell short, and Lynn smiled nastily. He had never been a star pitcher, it was clear. He smiled back at her, seeming unperturbed by either her hostility or his missed shot. “Your kid’s cute. You, on the other hand, are hot.”

“And you’re obnoxious.”

“Think so?” Jess walked over to pick up the paper towel and drop it into the bucket, then turned to look at her again, hands sliding into the front pockets of his jeans. “You ought to know that Owen’s just getting over a real bad marriage. He’s vulnerable right now, and the last thing he needs is some sex-starved tourist using him for a vacation fling. I, on the other hand, am heart-whole, fancy-free, and available to satisfy your every desire. Obnoxious or not, if I were you I’d choose me.”

“Sex-starved …” Lynn couldn’t believe her ears. “Are you serious?”

“Serious as a grave. Rory says she thinks you haven’t gotten laid since you broke up with her dad when she was a baby. She thinks that’s why you’re so crabby all the time.”

“She never said that!”

“Didn’t she?” He grinned tantalizingly.

“No!” Lynn was afraid Rory had said it and the bit about wanting to have his baby too. Lately, sex talk seemed to be a staple of Rory’s conversations.

“Lynn! You better come on if you want to eat! You too, Jess!” Pat Greer called. An outdoorsy, rah-rah type, Pat, with her curly dark hair and round, apple-cheeked face, had already assumed the persona of the expedition’s den mother. Clad in jeans that were a tad too tight across her ample rear and a tied-at-the-waist denim shirt, Pat looked like the kind of mother who was president of the PTA, made home-cooked meals every night, and never exchanged a cross word with her children. The kind of mother, in fact, that Rory wanted Lynn to be.

The kind of mother Lynn felt she should be, and wasn’t.

“Stay away from my daughter,” she said warningly to Jess Feldman. Turning her back on him, she walked toward the main campfire and supper.

Despite all the fresh air, hard physical work, and abundant food, Lynn found she didn’t have much of an appetite. She nibbled at too-spicy barbecue and gummy baked beans, scratched bumps on her neck where the no-see-ums had penetrated the layers of insect repellent slathered on her skin, blinked smoke from her eyes, and in general had the kind of down-home good time promised in Adventure, Inc.’s glossy promotional literature.

Seated around a roaring campfire, you will dine on authentic Western cuisine while you commune with nature.

She couldn’t claim she’d been lied to, Lynn had to admit. She was doing everything the brochure had promised—but it sure had sounded like a lot more fun when she was reading about it in the comfort of her living room.

Caveat emptor. Let the buyer beware. She knew that. What had she expected? A horsey, mobile Ritz-Carlton in the wilderness?

Lynn finally gave up on the “authentic Western cuisine” and threw her plate into a dishpan with most of the food uneaten. She looked around for her daughter. If she could just spend some quality time with Rory, the trip—despite all its attendant misery—would be worthwhile. Maybe if they talked enough they could find a bridge across the huge chasm that seemed to be widening between them.

Lynn hoped so. She wanted her little girl back.

Rory, her half-eaten plate of food on her lap, was in a huddle with a group of her friends. Lynn headed toward her.

“Feel like going for a walk after you’ve finished?” Lynn put a conciliatory hand on Rory’s shoulder from behind. Rory glanced up at her.

“Sure,” Rory said, then spoiled it with a gesture encompassing the circle of girls. “With them. We’re going to explore the woods. Jess says it’s perfectly safe as long as we make lots of noise, so the bears or whatever hear us coming. And as long as we don’t go too far.”

“Bears?” Lynn asked, forcing a smile. I meant go for a walk with me, she thought just us two, alone, and you know it. But Rory’s eyes were bright with defiance, and it was clear that she had no intention of changing her plans to accommodate her mother.

Lynn wasn’t going to insist. To do so, she felt, would be counterproductive. But it hurt that Rory preferred the company of her friends to that of her mother.

“They’re out there, Mrs. Nelson. They’re probably watching us right now. That’s why we have to be careful to put the food up at night,” Melody said earnestly.

“Have a good time, then. Be careful,” Lynn said, smoothing a hand over Rory’s hair. It was an automatic gesture, one she had been making for years. Rory jerked her head away, casting an impatient look at her mother.

“Sorry,” Lynn mouthed, knowing how much Rory hated being made to look like a baby in front of her friends. Lynn had learned the hard way that any affectionate gesture from a mother had that effect.

“Leave,” Rory hissed with a brief flash of white teeth (whose straightening had cost the earth) that was apparently supposed to pass for a smile. Before Lynn could respond, Rory was already turning back to her friends.

A reprimand for rudeness sprang to Lynn’s lips, but she swallowed it. Whatever was going on with Rory—whether it was the teenage thing, as Lynn’s mother put it, or something more serious—staging a battle in front of her friends was not going to help.

Lynn accepted her dismissal with a wry quirk of her lips. It was ironic, in a way: in every other aspect of her life she was, by every inner and outward measure, herself a success. How could she be such a failure as a mother?

Knowing that Rory would not appreciate her hovering, Lynn moved away. She saw that Debbie Stapleton was talking to ruddy-faced, stocky Irene Holtman, one of the teachers. Lucy Johnson, the other teacher, a sixtyish woman with stylishly short silver hair, was heading for the tents with a ponytailed brunette in tow. The teenager looked on the verge of tears, and Lynn guessed she’d been stricken by homesickness. Last night, the first of their trip, two other girls had been similarly afflicted. Since the night had been spent at the barrackslike dorm on the Feldmans’ ranch, the entire group had overheard the girls’ misery.

Rory wouldn’t have suffered from homesickness had her mother not come with her, Lynn felt sure. Lately, Rory seemed most pleased to be wherever home wasn’t.

A quartet of girls assigned to KP for the night was washing dishes in a pair of rubber dishpans. Pat Greer was tidying up the campsite, picking up trash, rescuing a forgotten sweatshirt from a tree limb, helping the outfitters Bob and Ernst who’d been in charge of supper pack uneaten food into the back of the Jeep. Pat’s daughter, Katie, stayed close by her mother’s side, helping her—cheerfully. Of course, since Pat was the perfect mother, she would have no problems with her daughter.

Lynn glanced at Rory again and felt now-familiar twinges of helplessness and inadequacy. She loved her child desperately and had tried her best to be a good mother, but somehow their relationship had gone awry. She had hoped this trip would help put things right between them. But far from improving, their relationship just seemed to be going from bad to worse.

What she craved was a cigarette, a vice that Rory deplored and that Lynn was quite unable to give up. A habit of twenty-some years’ duration was not easily kicked, Lynn had found. Besides, smoking helped her stay slim.

Every time she thought about the twenty pounds she would almost certainly gain if she succeeded in quitting, she lit another cigarette. In her line of work smoking was pure self-defense.

She skirted the edges of the clearing, afraid that if Pat saw her she would be drafted for some project or other and not feeling up to putting on a show of cheerful industry at the moment. Lynn found a lonely hay bale and sank down upon it. Sitting brought pain with it—but so did not sitting. It just hurt in different places.

Wriggling around to find the most comfortable position, Lynn finally ended up perched on the edge of the bale with her legs crossed at the knees. Not that that position didn’t hurt. It merely hurt less than any other she tried.

Extracting her lighter and cigarettes from the pocket of her windbreaker, Lynn lit a cigarette and inhaled.

“How’re the sore muscles?”

Lynn looked up to find Owen standing over her. It was full night now, and the air had cooled dramatically, even though this was the third week of June. She took another drag on her cigarette, started to stub it out, then thought better of it and defiantly inhaled again. Why should she feel guilty about smoking, especially out here in the open air? The only creatures at risk from her secondhand smoke were the no-see-ums, and she could only pray they choked.

“Sore,” she said, and smiled. As if her smile were an invitation he sat down beside her. What Lynn really wanted, needed, was to be alone. But Owen seemed like a nice enough guy, even if he did have a prick for a brother. Politeness wouldn’t kill her, she decided.

“You tried that liniment yet?” Owen’s denim-jacketed elbows rested on his blue-jeaned knees as he glanced at her. The orange light cast by the fire ended some yards away; shifting shadows made it hard to read his expression. Somewhere in the darkness a pony whickered and stomped its feet, echoed by its fellows, one after the other. The forest rustled endlessly. The smell of smoke and barbecued ribs drifted in the air.

“Not yet. I thought I’d use it before I went to sleep.” Lynn patted the too-quaint can in her pocket.

“Good idea. The stuff works better than any insect repellent to help ward off the creepy-crawlies.”

“What kind of creepy-crawlies?” The idea of things scuttling around in the dark while she lay sleeping made Lynn uneasy.

“You name it, and it’s probably out here.” Owen grinned. “What’s a camping trip without bugs and spiders and snakes and—”

Lynn held up a hand to shut him up. “I’d love to find out.” She took another drag on her cigarette.

“Can I bum a cigarette off you?”

“You smoke?” Lynn glanced at him in surprise.

“Yeah.” He accepted the cigarette and lighter she held out to him and lit up. “I quit for years. After—a few months ago I started up again. It helps me to relax.”

“Me too.” He passed her lighter back. Lynn dropped it in her pocket with her cigarettes.

“You enjoying the trip so far?”

“Oh, I’m loving every minute of it.”

Owen laughed. “Why do I get the impression that the great outdoors is not your thing?”

“Maybe because it’s not.”

“Jess said you’re on TV. He said you’ve got some kind of real glamorous job.”

Lynn’s eyes narrowed as she slowly exhaled smoke. “I don’t know how Jess would know—oh, Rory, I guess—but I’m an anchorwoman for WMAQ in Chicago. Believe me, it’s not particularly glamorous.”

“You been doing it long?”

“Four years.”

“Oh, yeah? How’d you get a job like that?”

“I majored in communications at Indiana University. While I was still in school I started working as a gopher for a station in Indianapolis. When I graduated I got a job as a reporter for a station in Evansville. From there I went to Peoria as a weekend anchor, and from there I went to Chicago to work for WMAQ. Voilà.” It was an oft-asked question. Lynn’s bare-bones response had been whittled down over years of answering.

“Impressive.”

“Yeah.” Lynn took another drag on her cigarette. To outsiders, being an anchorwoman sounded like a dream job. Only someone in the business knew how stressful and uncertain a career it was. Gain ten pounds, develop a few crow’s-feet, and it was over.

Then what?

That was the fear that nibbled constantly at the edges of her mind. She was thirty-five—and she feared it was starting to show. How much longer did she have?

“Owen, Tim needs to see you. Something about tomorrow’s schedule.” The voice behind them that materialized out of the darkness belonged to Jess. Lynn tensed.

“Can’t you handle it?” Owen swiveled around to look at his brother.

“Nope.”

Concentrating on her cigarette, Lynn didn’t look at either man. But she was conscious of something—a small shimmer of wordless communication—in the air between them. It dissolved as Owen turned back around with a disgusted grunt.

“I guess I’d better go, then,” he said to Lynn as he stubbed his cigarette out on the heel of his boot and stuck the butt in his jacket pocket. “Don’t forget to use that liniment.”

“I won’t. Thanks.” Lynn smiled at him. He smiled back at her, stood up, and strode off into the night.

“What liniment?” Jess walked around the bale and sat down in Owen’s place. Pushing his cowboy hat to the back of his head, he leaned his flannel-clad elbows on his knees just as Owen had, and looked sideways at her. His profile was etched in orange against the distant glow of the fire. The ridge of his nose had a bump on it, as if it might have been broken once. His lips were a shade too thin, his chin and forehead a hair too prominent. He was not quite as good-looking as Brad Pitt, Lynn was pleased to decide. And for her, at least, he was totally resistible.

“None of your business,” Lynn said, glancing away and blowing a cloud of smoke into the cold night air. “Go away.”

“You seemed ready enough to talk to my brother.”

“I like him. I don’t like you.”

“Now why is that, I wonder? Most people like me fine.”

Lynn slanted him a glance of disdain. “People? Or women?”

“Either. Both.”

“In that case maybe you should start a fan club.”

“Maybe I will. Wanna join?”

“In your dreams.”

Jess laughed. “I guess that means you don’t want me to rub that liniment on for you.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“You’ll be sorry in the morning. The second day is a whole lot worse than the first when it comes to being saddle sore.”

“I’ll live.”

“You’re wasting time, you know.” The words were soft, provocative.

Lynn took a final drag on her cigarette, dropped it, and ground it out with the toe of her boot as she exhaled.

“You lost me. I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about,” she said.

“We’ve only got eight days left for that vacation fling.” He grinned at her as she stiffened with outrage, then warded off any reply she might have made by bending to retrieve the butt she had discarded. “By the way, you don’t want to leave that cigarette on the ground. It might spark up again, start a fire.”

Lynn’s lips tightened as she watched him stash the butt in the pocket of his denim jacket. He was right, she knew; she should have remembered how careful Owen had been.

“I’ll remember that.” The words were abrupt. She stood up, wincing as her sore muscles shrieked a protest. “I think I’ll go check on Rory.” It was all she could do not to rub her thighs, her knees, her butt. God, she ached.

“Give the kid some space, why don’t you?” Jess stood too, looking down at her. Like his brother, he was tall. Lynn felt more vertically challenged than usual in her flat riding boots. At work, and nearly everywhere else as well, she always wore three-inch heels.

“I don’t need your advice about my daughter. All I want you to do is stay away from her.”

“You’ve got a dirty mind, you know that?” His voice was almost a drawl.

“Only when it’s warranted.”

“And you think it’s warranted with me?”

“Lynn, there you are!” Pat materialized out of the darkness before Lynn could reply. She looked from one to the other of them, beaming, completely oblivious to the atmosphere. “And Jess too! That’s perfect! We’re dividing into groups to sing in rounds. Come on, we need you!”

“Count me out,” Jess said with a shake of his head, his expression relaxing into an easy smile. “I’ve got the singing voice of a frog. And I’ve got chores to do too, if you ladies want to make it to Mount Lovenia tomorrow.”

“Oh, I can’t wait! I’ve got my camera in my saddlebag, in case we see an eagle!” Pat sounded ecstatic at the prospect.

“Believe me, we will, sooner or later. Excuse me.” With a smile and a nod for Pat and an unreadable glance for Lynn, Jess took off. Lynn found herself being dragged toward the campfire by Pat.

“I have to tell you, I watch you on the news every night. You are so good at what you do! And Katie is so envious of Rory for having a mother who’s on TV,” Pat said, her hand curled around Lynn’s arm so that there was no evading her.

“Is she?” Lynn gave up on trying to get away. Obviously, if Pat wanted her to join the group, she was going to join the group. Without resorting to outright rudeness there was no hope of escape. “Believe me, Rory is envious of Katie for having a mom who stays home all the time.”

“Kids.” Pat shook her head, her smile rueful. “Isn’t that the way of it? With them the grass is always greener.”

It was a moment of connection, mother to mother. Lynn found herself liking Pat, and she smiled back at her even as she was pushed down on a hay bale in the midst of the assembled group. It was nice to know that Katie didn’t think her mother was so perfect either.

It was almost an hour later when Lynn finally managed to creep away. The strains of “This Old Man,” sung in rounds, followed her as she fled.

You’ll enjoy sing-alongs by the campfire.…

Remembering the wording in the brochure was starting to drive Lynn nuts. How could anything sound so much better in print than it was in reality?

A high-domed tent, positioned a short distance from the others, had been set up as the women’s shower. Extracting her towel and the sweat suit she meant to sleep in from the rest of her gear, Lynn emerged from her tent and headed toward the shower, careful to skirt the firelight. They had moved on to telling ghost stories now, and she had no wish to be roped in.

Rory, though, looked rapt, probably because she had taken advantage of her mother’s absence to move.
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