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 “I’m truly sorry you believe my books glorify war. That is
never my intent,” Erin Shaw says.
Her lips are curved in a smile, but her
eyes are filled with stress. One of the sales associates seems to
have noted that tension, and she steps away to find Erin a bottle
of water.

“If you’re
truly sorry, then you’ll
quit writing them! That
won’t happen though. It’s all about the money for
you writers, isn’t it?”

Holy cow! There’s a lot
anger in this woman. Her dark eyes might have been beautiful if
they weren’t looking daggers at Erin. Dax has heard the exchange
and steps a little closer. The serve-and-protect impulse runs deep
in him even though his army days are long gone.

He’s a big fan of Erin’s
books. That’s why we’re at this book signing. We got here early, as
did a lot of other people. She must be a pretty good writer if Dax
likes her and she can draw a big crowd like this. But at least one
person doesn’t like her. Why is she even here?

“May I ask you a
question?” Erin waits with more patience
than most humans would have in the face of that kind of
rudeness.

The woman watches her
suspiciously for a moment before saying, “Sure, I guess so.”

“Have you read my
book?” Erin’s voice is still very polite,
almost gentle.

“I don’t have time for
trashy novels and no money for it either.”

“I would be happy to give
you a copy if you would read it and then let me hear back from you
afterwards. No other strings attached.”

“Give me a copy. No
strings.” Her tone isn’t questioning. I
suspect she’s conveying her disbelief of Erin’s words by their
repetition. I’ll admit some variables of human communication are
confusing. In this exchange, however, Erin couldn’t have been any
more plain.

“None, except that you read
it for yourself and let me know what you think
afterward.”

“Why the hell would you do
that?”

“Because it’s important to
me that people understand my books for what they are. I think
you’ll be surprised.”

“Well, if you’re going to
give it to me, you might as well autograph it.” Well, that’s rude!

“I’ll be
delighted.”

I watch in disbelief as
Erin picks up a hardback copy of her book. Dax prefers paperback
because they’re light in his duffle, but most of these booklovers
are buying the hard copies. Lil the Librarian always preferred the
hard copies, as well, maybe because of their durability in the
hands of her patrons.

Erin opens the cover and
signs her name, then walks the woman to the front of the store and
pays for the book. Although she wasn’t as combative as one or two
earlier protestors, I wouldn’t gift someone who’s just spewed
insults to my face and then doesn’t express even a hint of
gratitude for the gift.

Humans are strange
creatures.

 


* * *

 


Jack Kirkland flipped
through the pages of a magazine while he waited for the ping of a
response to his last text. The publication was one of those bland,
hotel who’s who, places to see
sort of magazines. Not his usual fare by any
means.

He froze when the pages fell open at
the centerfold. She was there, on both sides. An author’s photo
from her first novel on the left, young and full of excitement and
dreams, juxtaposed with one from her current best seller, still
lovely but mature, confident of her place in the world. His phone
pinged, and he ignored it as he stared at the girl who had once
haunted his dreams. The woman he’d searched for off and on through
the years.

It was the younger photo—of the
girl—that caused his heart to jump. His father never gave up but
Jack had lost hope. The trail they’d both followed ended where it
began, in a little Northern town where a soldier’s sweetheart died
in childbirth. And—after selling their home and every belonging—her
parents, along with her infant daughter, vanished without a single
trace. Until now.

Even as he argued with himself, that it
couldn’t possibly be, he tossed his phone to the bed. Pulling open
his laptop, he retrieved the photograph he’d long ago scanned from
the cracked and fading original before returning it to its place in
his safe.

His phone pinged again, in reminder. He
glanced at it, then re-focused on the images, his eyes moving from
computer screen to magazine. The two could have been twins had the
styles—both hair and dress—not been from different eras. The one on
his laptop wore the signature teased, smoothed hair of the iconic
Priscilla Beaulieu Presley. The one in the magazine, the long,
face-framing layers preferred by movie stars more than two decades
later—and every campus queen he’d dated.

But the face, ah yes, those features
were the same. Large eyes, high cheekbones, a square jaw but not
harsh. Nothing about her face was harsh or sharp, but there was
visible strength in her beauty.

He couldn’t believe she was here.
Somewhere close to him in this city. Her city. And he’d come to
Charleston by happenstance, a last-minute idea for a story that
appealed to him more than most he’d done lately. His editor had
liked the premise, paid an advance on a feature not yet
written.

He felt again that inexplicable urge to
find her, to talk to her, and he could explain it no better now
than ever. Her father had died long ago on a war-bloodied
peninsula. His father was gone now, as well, and would never know.
But Jack would know. And it mattered. Somehow it still
mattered.

Jack picked up his phone and sent a
reply to his editor that he’d call later. He sank into the leather
chair in front of the desk and began to read about Erin
Shaw.

Minutes later, he stepped into the
elevator and punched the button for the lobby. If he hurried, he’d
be spared trying to find Ms. Shaw’s home address. It seemed almost
like something meant to be, that his business would bring him to
her city. Not just on any day. On the very day and at the very hour
she was signing copies of her book at one of the largest bookstores
in the state. And that the book’s meteoric success just happened to
be significant enough to make a hotel publication as a noteworthy
event.

He almost hailed a cab but at the last
moment had the valet bring his sedan around. Before pulling into
the street overloaded with traffic, he activated the navigation
screen and pulled up the bookseller and associated directions.
Taking a deep breath, he adjusted his seatbelt and merged with the
swift-moving traffic.

 


* * *

 


“Ms. Shaw? Can I get
something for you? Another bottle of water, perhaps? Or would you
rather have coffee? You’ve been at this for several hours,
now.”

Erin smiled at the associate. “It’s
wonderful, isn’t it? That the book is so well-received here in my
home town?”

“Heartwarming is what it
is.”

The heartwarming thing, Erin thought,
was the people. At least most of them. Like the young man in combat
boots with the gray cat who had waited with good-natured patience
as the line of fans inched forward. That cat now rested across his
shoulders, feet draped around his neck. He’d been one of the last
to purchase a book. When she’d asked his name as she was signing,
he told her his name didn’t matter, that he was buying it for all
the soldiers who hadn’t made it back home. And that was how she’d
autographed it with a tear burning her eye.

“I can’t help but believe
the timing of the release with Veterans Day was
helpful.”

“Brilliant,” the associate
agreed. “Your idea?”

“My editor and I did push
the sales team in that direction. He’s such a dear to listen to me,
and it’s a blessing he holds such sway with the publishing
house.”

The store manager stepped closer,
grinning broadly. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your
willingness to extend your signing, Erin. You would have had some
very disappointed fans.”

Erin smiled up at the man,
surreptitiously stretching her back. “They were so patient to stand
in line as long as they did. And I love talking with the customers.
Knowing I don’t have to be out of your way at a certain time has
allowed me the opportunity for several pleasant conversations.” She
didn’t mention that not every conversation had been pleasant. A
small number of persons who had stopped by did so to let her know
they disagreed with what they believed to be the premise of her
novel, that some wars are a necessary evil.

The store manager was almost rubbing
his hands with joy. No need for her to burst that bubble. He’d been
kind and attentive while careful not to hover or crowd, all of
which she appreciated. “Good. Good. I’m glad you got something from
the time as well. Besides more royalties, that is.” He chuckled at
his own words. “The foot traffic through the store has been
enormous. Customers are buying more than your book. They’re walking
out with arms loaded with similar work on both sides of the
equation.”

And she’d heard both sides of that
equation. She didn’t bother to tell any of her fans or critics that
the point of view of her protagonist, male or female, wasn’t always
her own.

“The good news for you is,
not only did your fans deplete the entire stock of books I had set
aside for this signing, they’ve nearly gone through everything I
had ready to restock the shelves tomorrow. I’ve already requested
an overnight shipment to get them replaced.” By now he
was rubbing his hands
together with pleasure.

A politely cleared throat from behind
had him hastily stepping aside for a customer.

The customer gave Erin a quick smile.
“I believe I snared the only remaining copy of your book at the
register. Will you sign it for me?”

His smile was infectious, but it was
his gaze that held her attention. His eyes were such a dark brown
as to be almost black, and mesmerizing in their intensity. He was
simply dressed. A polo shirt tucked into jeans and topped with a
sports coat. His shoes were stylish but comfortable looking. He
almost looked familiar, but she felt certain they’d never
met.

She was staring. The realization
startled her. “Of course.” She held out her hand for the book. “Sit
down. Please.”

As he took the seat across from her,
she opened to the dedication page and picked up the pen she
preferred for signing her books.

“How would you like it
personalized? Is it a gift?”

“No, I’m being selfish. This
one’s for me. Jack Kirkland.”

She’d been looking down at
the pen poised above the paper, but his words drew her eyes back to
his face. “Jack Kirkland? The
Jack Kirkland? America
Reborn?” And, of course. That was why he’d
looked familiar to her. She’d seen his byline and photo many
times.

“Uh-oh.” His laugh was light
and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “Friend or foe?”

She smiled back. Even if she’d despised
his work, she suspected his laughter would have drawn a smile from
her. “Friend and fan for sure. Your stories, as well as your
column, are forcing people to
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