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CHAPTER ONE




 


Three jacks, an ace and the queen of hearts.
It wasn’t an ideal hand, Drake reflected, but it had possibilities.
He would have to dump the queen of hearts and hope for another ace
or jack. The four chips to start the pot already totaled forty
thousand dollars, and the betting would rise steeply from
there.

But the most important factor was to impress
the man whose partnership would enable Drake to reach a dream he’d
pursued for most of his thirty-five years. That was the whole
purpose of this supposed pleasure voyage, the reason he was
cruising on a private yacht in the Mediterranean.

He sipped a glass of brandy while his
peripheral vision scanned his three opponents. The heir to a family
fortune was scratching his left eyebrow, which meant he’d been
dealt a clunker. A shady Frenchman, whose past led via a twisted
trail from Tunisia, puffed between the gap in his front teeth. That
indicated he had a good hand, but not a great one.

The third man was the one who counted.
Franco Androni returned Drake’s glance with a half smile. The bald,
mild-mannered manufacturer of the hottest new self-piloting sports
cars in Italy wasn’t giving anything away, damn it.

Time to place their bets. Drake took a chip
from his earlier winnings and matched Franco’s fifty grand. The
heir grumbled, scratched his nose and folded. The Frenchman chewed
the inside of his cheek and saw them for fifty thousand
dollars.

“I’ll hold,” the automaker said.

A bluff? Impossible to tell. In all his
years of card playing, Drake had never met a man as hard to read as
Franco.

That was true away from the card table, as
well. He’d struggled to penetrate Franco’s thoughts during the
months of their negotiations to begin manufacturing Franco’s cars
in the United States. It would be a joint venture involving Italian
designs and know-how, a Southeast Asian firm to manufacture auto
parts, a trans-Pacific shipping firm, and a partner to handle the
final assembly in California.

Drake knew that, besides himself, there were
other entrepreneurs negotiating to serve as the U.S. partner. But
Franco liked to work on a personal basis, assessing his colleagues
inside and out.

Earlier this evening, Drake had held his own
during the ritual dance of conversation at dinner. His mind and
Franco’s worked a lot alike. But he had to prove himself the equal,
if not the better, of the Italian automaker. And to do that, he
needed to match or beat the man at poker.

Financially, Drake was risking his own
hard-earned reserve funds, but he couldn’t let that affect him.
Franco didn’t know the lengths to which Drake had gone to arrange
the backing for his end of the auto venture if he won approval, and
he didn’t intend for the Italian to find out.

It was all a gamble. Everything in Drake’s
life was a gamble.

The boat rocked softly in the water.
Outside, through a porthole, Drake could see the night sky rampant
with stars. The ancients had sailed these waters, from Odysseus to
Alexander to Cleopatra. With her background in art history, Drake’s
wife knew far more about those figures than he did. Once he reached
his goals, he’d bring her here for an extended voyage.

“Excuse me.” It was the chief steward, an
impeccable fellow whose smoothness rendered him almost
invisible.

Franco glanced up with a flicker of
irritation. “Yes?”

“Mr. Edwards has an overseas phone call,”
the chief steward murmured. “The lady says the matter is
urgent.”

Given the time difference, it would be morning at
his office in Los Angeles, but there was nothing so important it
couldn’t wait. Drake had purposely turned off his cell phone.

He frowned. “If it’s my assistant, I’ll call
her back.”

“No, sir,” the steward said. “It’s your
wife.”

Why on earth would Jana call him? She knew
he was away on business.

“Mr. Edwards will take the call in my
office.” Although Franco spoke softly, Drake recognized a command
when he heard one. The Italian magnate placed a high value on
showing respect, although not necessarily fidelity, to one’s
wife.

“I apologize for the interruption.” Reining
in his annoyance, Drake followed the steward out of the gaming
room.

In the corridor, Franco’s mistress stepped
from the galley with a cup of coffee. A striking brunette, she eyed
him speculatively. The woman had been flirting with Drake since he
came aboard two days ago. It might be a test. In any case, he was
no fool. Nodding politely, he strode on.

“Yes?” he said into the phone as soon as he
was alone in the paneled office.

“Have you thought about what we discussed
last month?” Jana’s voice quavered, as if it had taken all her
nerve to place this call. He ignored an instinctive twinge of
concern.

“Your timing is rotten,” Drake said, sorry now that
he’d provided this number in case of emergency. “I’ll call you back
later.”

“No. I can’t wait.” Despite her petite size,
she possessed a strong will. “Drake, I’m tired of having a
long-distance marriage. I’m tired of you moving around, never being
here.”

“We agreed when we married—”

“You promised it was temporary.”

He pictured her, virtually unchanged in the
five years since their wedding, her green eyes flashing, her hand
ruffling her short brown hair. She possessed intelligence and
vitality as well as beauty, a combination that he had found
irresistible from the moment they met on an airplane and all
through their whirlwind courtship.

Marry in haste, repent at leisure. He
didn’t repent, but it seemed that she did.

“Jana, I’m at a critical juncture.” He
assumed she was at her condo in Denver. Since it was Saturday, she
wouldn’t be working unless she had a show opening at the private
art museum where she served as curator. “If this deal comes
together...”

“I’m tired of ifs.” He heard tears behind
her words. “I’m ready to settle down and have children. I’m willing
to relocate, but you have to promise to stay in one place.”

How could he? If Franco chose someone else,
Drake would have to start over. His quest for a fortune might take
him to New York, China or elsewhere. He couldn’t be tied down, and
he refused to lie to her.

With her sheltered background, Jana had
never understood the drive for conquest that powered him. Settling
for an average life would never be enough. He had to prove to
himself and to the world that Drake Edwards wasn’t some loser from
the back streets of Detroit.

Yet he’d always dreamed of finding a woman
like Jana. If only she’d bear with him a little longer.

“Look, I’ll be back in L.A. next week,” he
said. “As soon as I catch up on a few details, I’ll fly to
Denver.”

“I need an answer now.” Jana had obviously
been stewing about this. “It’s my birthday.”

“I know. I sent you a—” Which had it been, earrings
or a bracelet? He’d asked his assistant to choose.

“But you’re not here,” she went on.
“I’m thirty-two. If I have to start over, I still might be able to
have kids, but I can’t afford to wait any longer.”

“You’re being irrational.” Not the most
diplomatic of responses, Drake recognized, so he added, “We can
work things out.”

“We’ve been trying to do that for years.
Enough is enough. Either you agree to settle down and start a
family with me immediately, or I want a divorce.”

He stifled the urge to argue further. Down
that corridor, Franco waited. At this moment, the man might be
deciding that Drake was too weak and distracted to be the ideal
partner. “For heaven’s sake, Jana, I can’t talk now.”

“Please give me an answer. If you love me,
it shouldn’t be that hard a choice.”

“I refuse to make a promise I might have to
break,” Drake said. “Let’s table this discussion until...”

“I’ll have my lawyer get in touch,” she
snapped. “Goodbye.”

After she cut off, he stood motionless. He’d
never met a woman who stirred him like Jana. He’d fallen hard for
her and he’d remained faithful even though they often spent months
apart.

The fact that they came from vastly
different backgrounds only added to the excitement. He’d believed
they’d be able to make a home together before long. But one scheme
after another had fallen short, and one year had stretched into
five, and her biological clock was ticking fast.

Drake didn’t intend to be an absentee
father. If they had children, he ought to be there, involved and
caring the way his own father had never been. Why did Jana have to
be so stubborn now, when success lay within reach?

He didn’t believe he’d married the wrong
woman. More accurately, she’d been the right one at the wrong
time.

Surely he could fix this—later. Right now,
he had to regain his concentration and secure the deal of a
lifetime.

*

Jana finished flipping through the newspaper
and stuck it into the seatback pocket. She had little interest in
the latest political events. In truth, her concentration had been
pretty much shot these past few months, since she and Drake agreed
to end their marriage.

Even though she’d been the one to call it
quits, it hurt that he’d accepted her decision so readily.
Underneath, she’d hoped he would call and change his mind,
especially since he’d apparently landed the business deal he’d been
hoping for.

But the result had been an even more intense
schedule that, apparently, precluded his visiting Denver or sitting
down in the same room with their attorneys. They’d had to conduct
negotiations long-distance. Just like most of our
relationship.

A flight attendant came down the aisle,
taking orders for drinks. Jana shook her head. The seat beside her
was empty, but the man by the window stopped pecking at his laptop
and ordered a Scotch.

Jana shifted in the narrow seat. In an hour,
they’d land in Los Angeles. Mentally, she ran over the steps that
would follow. She’d retrieve her slim suitcase, catch a cab, and
head for the Wilshire Boulevard address where Drake had set up his
new office.

With luck, they’d finalize the details of
the divorce this afternoon, and she’d catch a flight home tonight.
Matters weren’t complicated, since they’d maintained separate
residences and had no children. The suitcase was merely a
precaution.

The flight attendant finished serving the
drink and proceeded down the aisle. As he took a sip, her seatmate
said, “That’s an interesting pendant you’re wearing. I’ve never
seen anything like it.”

Jana’s hand flew to the silver design with
its image of a woman’s face beneath crossed swords. She knew the
feel of it intimately. “It’s an heirloom.”

The man shifted his cramped legs, which
weren’t nearly as long as Drake’s. He had a pleasant, square face
and kind eyes. No wedding ring.

But Jana wasn’t interested in him or any
other man, not until she was legally free of Drake. And until her
heart mended, however long that took.

“I’m Kyle Morgan,” he said.

“Jana Edwards.”

“Going to L.A. on business?”

“Personal.” Hoping to steer the conversation
away from touchy ground, she added, “My grandmother bought this in
India. It’s supposed to have magical powers.”

“Seriously?” Kyle leaned forward to examine
the image. “It does look exotic.”

“The shopkeeper told Granny it would grant
three wishes.” As she spoke, she realized she’d almost forgotten
that old story. Mostly she wore the pendant because it reminded her
of happier times when she was young. The times before she’d met
Drake on a flight much like this one, and let her passions run away
with her judgment.

“Have you ever wished on it?” Kyle asked.
“Or did your grandmother use them all up?”

She smiled. “She didn’t believe the story. I
have to admit, I tried it a couple of times. I figured it couldn’t
hurt.”

Curiosity lit the man’s eyes. “Did it
work?”

For a moment, she imagined how Drake would
react to her story. He’d devise a scheme to make use of the magic,
or of the legend. Maybe subconsciously that was why she’d never
told him about the three wishes.

“Hard to tell,” Jana admitted. “Once, I
wished for a scholarship to study art history and I received it.
But that might have happened anyway.”

“You tried again?”

“I rubbed it for luck when I applied for a
job at the museum where I work.”

“You got the job, I gather.”

“Yes. I’ve been promoted to curator since
then. It was a coincidence, I’m sure.”

Kyle moved on. “Do you have any plans for
tonight? I know a couple of good restaurants.”

She was flattered but not tempted. “Thanks.
Unfortunately, I’m flying back tonight.” She hadn’t bothered to
make a reservation, since there were several available flights.

“Too bad.” Finishing his drink, Kyle
returned to his computer.

Would she ever meet another man as exciting
as Drake? But exciting hadn’t worked very well, Jana mused.

Five years ago, it had been a thrill to run
off with a sexy, dashing stranger. They’d agreed to a long-distance
marriage for a year or so while both concentrated on their careers.
There had been plenty of time for children and a home later, she’d
assumed.

The right time hadn’t arrived, and now it
never would. Drake was in love with risk taking, with bold ventures
that he rarely discussed. His secrecy, as well as his absences,
made her increasingly uncomfortable.

Drake wasn’t above a little
misrepresentation. Once she had witnessed his assuming an English
accent— virtually perfect, to her ear—to convince a client he was
an expert on British investments. To the best of her knowledge,
though, he’d never cheated anyone or been in trouble with the
law.

Still, there was always another scheme on
the horizon, another shot at a fortune that was sure to pay off.
Except the horizon never came any closer. Even now, she couldn’t be
sure about this latest deal.

Increasingly, Jana felt that she was wasting
her years. Not that she regretted the wildness she’d discovered in
herself when she and Drake made love. She just hoped there was
still time to find the right man and have the children she yearned
for.

She should have held out for a guy who
wanted a wife, not a playmate. A man who knew where he belonged,
whose activities focused on home and friends. A man she could
trust.

A listing she’d read six years ago on a singles
website sprang to mind. That was odd, since she hadn’t thought
about it since then. A farmer in Tennessee had been seeking a wife
to share his quiet country home. She had sensed a sweetness and
also a masculine strength in his post, almost as if the man were
speaking directly to her.

Come and share my life, he’d
written. Jana fingered the pendant. Holding it gave her a
sense of being safe and sheltered, as his words had done.

She hadn’t responded, though. Common sense
had warned that a woman who loved art museums didn’t belong on a
farm in Tennessee.

Leaning back, her hand still cradling the
necklace, Jana wondered what her life would be like if she’d
responded to the man in Tennessee. By now, she might have children.
She pictured them playing with kittens in a barnyard, laughing as
they watched their father perform his chores. Would she ever
experience such an idyllic existence?

If only she had a second chance to contact
him. For one clear, shining instant, she wished with all her heart
to go back six years and do everything differently.

Her eyelids grew heavy. As Jana drifted off
to sleep, the pendant hummed against her throat.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


Jana came awake with a sense of dislocation.
The thrum of the airplane had disappeared, and she was no longer
sitting upright in a seat, but lying flat. Struggling to open her
heavy eyelids, she wondered what had happened.

Had she fallen ill and been taken to a
hospital in Los Angeles? Or had the plane crashed, flinging her
onto—onto what?

Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes.
She lay in her own double bed, in her condominium in Denver—the bed
she had left this morning and had not expected to return to until
tonight at the earliest. How had she arrived back here? Or had the
airplane flight been a dream?

A glance at the clock showed that it was
almost six-thirty. She must indeed have dreamed about going to the
airport and catching the plane, but it had seemed so real. She even
remembered her seatmate’s name—Kyle Morgan.

She sat up. Swinging against her chest, the
pendant gave her a prickly sensation, as if it had been
vibrating.

She ought to hurry and fix breakfast. The
plane would depart in two hours, which didn’t give her a lot of
time.

Except... Except things weren’t right.
Little things.

Uneasiness tightening her chest, she
assessed the room, starting with the windup clock, which she’d
replaced with a digital model years ago. As for the wallpaper,
she’d ripped out those flowers and painted the walls Indian white
the year before last.

Her hand brushed over her nightgown, and she
lifted the hem to inspect it. How she’d cherished this pale blue
quilted nightshirt. She’d never been able to find another as warm
since it fell apart…three or four years ago.

None of this made sense.

Her head spinning, Jana stood and slipped her feet
into the teddy-bear slippers she’d discarded several Christmases
ago. That had been the Christmas when she waited for Drake’s
arrival, only to receive a last-minute call that he couldn’t make
it.

Maybe she should call him in Los Angeles, to
make sure everything was on track for today. In her confused state,
she had to consider the possibility that she’d mixed up more than
just her condo’s decor.

She picked up her phone…her old cell phone.
Drake’s number wasn’t in there. While she knew it by heart, this
was strange.

Jana pinched her arm. It hurt.

She was still holding her old phone, and the
walls were still covered with flowered paper that had been
consigned to the trash. If she were dreaming, it was an incredibly
realistic dream. Yet that dream about the airplane had been awfully
believable, too.

In the kitchen, she fixed coffee. Some
things hadn’t changed. She found her favorite brand of coffee in
the cupboard, along with the sugar bowl she’d bought at Indian
Market seven or eight years ago.

She sat at the table, sipping her drink.
There had to be an explanation for everything, even her old
wallpaper reappearing. Now that she took a good look around, she
also noted the rebirth of a discarded set of yellow café curtains,
and the absence of the food processor she’d bought herself as a
thirtieth-birthday present.

Could it be a prank? The décor, perhaps, but
how could anyone have found this exact, well-worn nightgown—not
mention whisking her off an airplane?

She gulped her coffee, then went into the
bathroom and peered in the mirror. The tiny laugh lines near her
eyes had faded. The trace of gray in her bangs was gone.

Jana stepped on the scale. Five pounds had
vanished overnight. Under ordinary circumstances, she’d celebrate.
But these weren’t ordinary circumstances.

A swirling sensation clouded her brain.
Something was wrong, wrong, wrong.

Outside, the newspaper thumped against the
front door, and Jana felt a spurt of hope. Reading the news ought
to anchor her. If she’d overslept or got her dates confused, or...
or... well, somehow, it would work out.

She marched through a living room marred by
an ugly sculpture that she’d donated to an art auction long ago.
Trying to calm her thumping pulse, she opened the door to a rush of
mile-high sunshine and a copy of the Denver Post.

The front page reassured her with its
normalcy. At first glance, it appeared to be the usual mix of
politics, weather, sports and news from around the West.

Except why did this story report on a
notorious manhunt that had occurred six years ago as if it were
still under way? Some computer must have spit this out by mistake.
Or the editor had been drunk.

In her heart, Jana knew better.

On closer inspection, all the news was old.
One story featured a recent speech by a U.S. senator, obviously
very much alive, who had died of a stroke during the previous
election.

Outdated wallpaper. A sculpture and a clock
she’d disposed of. And now an old manhunt and a dead senator,
resurrected.

Jana’s breath came raggedly. Everything
added up to an impossible conclusion. Her throat clogging, she
checked the date on the top of the page.

This newspaper had been published six years
ago.

Jana collapsed onto the couch. Her head
aching, she tried to make sense of this stunning turn of events.
Jana might not believe in magic, but she could hardly deny the
evidence around her.

The necklace. She’d been rubbing it on the
airplane, wishing for a second chance to answer the singles
posting.

However impossible it seemed, the pendant
had thrown her six years into the past.

*

The plane had been due ten minutes ago.

Drake roamed the area near the luggage
claim, covering the floor with irritable rapidity. No one among the
throngs of tourists and business travelers at Los Angeles
International paid him any attention.

He didn’t know why he’d chosen to take time
out of his busy day to meet Jana’s plane. She wasn’t expecting him.
In fact, she’d insisted on keeping today’s meeting as brief and
impersonal as possible:

In theory, Drake agreed. They should strike
a bargain and get the whole thing over with. But the “whole thing”
was their marriage. Okay, their contractual arrangement; it had
never been much of a marriage. But he had always planned that
someday it would be.

These past months, despite his hectic
schedule, Jana had popped into his thoughts at the most unexpected
moments. He missed her a lot, this smart, sensual woman to whom he
belonged in ways he’d failed to recognize.

He was glad they’d arranged to meet in
person today. Drake’s gut instinct told him that they needed a
chance to say goodbye.

Or possibly hello.

In his phone, he studied an picture he’d
taken of Jana. Her skin was so soft and her expression so alive
that he could almost touch her.

Was it possible there were sparks left in
their marriage? Other women failed to stir any interest from Drake.
Surely that indicated he had unresolved issues.

He halted in front of the an announcement
screen and frowned at the word Delayed next to the posted time.
Where the hell was her plane?

*

Jana dressed in a daze. Everywhere she
looked, something reminded her of the impossible thing that had
happened. Her clothes were six years out of date; the perfume was
one she’d abandoned because Drake didn’t like it.

I have the chance to do things over.
The idea excited her in the abstract. In real life, she felt like a
stranger in her own skin. Shouldn’t she have been sent back as she
had been, without a memory of the future? But then, she might make
the same mistake again.

Drake. What was he doing now, in this time
long past? What would his future be without her?

It was too much to think about, and Jana had
to decide what to do next. Along the way, she’d figure out what her
obligations were. She couldn’t recall what she’d done on this
particular day, but her schedule had always been busy.

The doorbell chimed. Slipping her stocking
feet into a pair of low-heeled pumps, Jana hurried downstairs.

“Yes?” She opened the door with a quiver of
anxiety.

“Yes what?” It was Betty Ling, the museum
director’s assistant, who owned a condo three doors from Jana. “You
ready? I mean, you were expecting me, right?”

“Oh, uh, yes!” They often shared rides to
work. “I’ll get my purse.”

Jana hurried into the living room and found
the soft gray pocketbook she’d treasured and had carried until it
wore out. She found her keys inside.

Everything in place. Jana went out and
locked the door.

“Let’s see,” she said as they hurried down
the steps. “I forgot whose turn it is to drive.”

Her friend slanted an odd look at her. “Considering
your car is having its master cylinder repaired, I think I’d better
drive.”

She managed a sheepish smile. “Sorry. I
overslept. I’m kind of dopey today.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Betty unlocked her
Toyota and Jana climbed in, retrieving the seat belt from beneath a
clutter of folders and magazines. “We all have our off days.”

As they headed downtown, Jana tried to
orient herself using the information she’d gleaned so far. A broken
master cylinder—that had occurred while she’d owned the old
Ford.

And Betty Ling being here reminded Jana of something
else. Four years ago—or rather, two years from now—Betty would lose
her life savings in an investment fraud. After a year of
fruitlessly trying to recover it, she would leave the museum to
take a higher-paying job in New York. The tearful assistant would
admit she didn’t want to go, but she needed the money. Divorced,
she had two children to put through college.

I should warn her about the fraud,
Jana thought as they inched through traffic on the freeway. But
that raised a whole crop of potential problems. How would she
explain her knowledge of the future? Also, it might be dangerous to
interfere with events.

Even if, as Jana suspected, she’d come back
to change events in her own life, that didn’t give her the right to
meddle in other people’s business. She wished she knew what the
rules were…or if there were any rules.

They headed north on Colorado Boulevard
toward the city park. The privately funded McConnell Museum and
Gallery was located less than a mile from the sprawling park that
was home to the Museum of Natural History and the Denver Zoo.

Half a block from the McConnell, Jana
noticed that the Sandwich Arts Deli was still in business. She’d
been disappointed when a franchise burger place replaced it.

There was the newsstand kiosk, its wizened
owner standing behind the counter as always. How much longer would
it be until that dreadful day when a robber frightened him into a
heart attack?

She yearned to leap out of the car and warn
the man. He could retire early and enjoy his final years in peace.
On the other hand, he might die a slow and agonizing death instead.
Who could tell?

Besides, if Jana went around trying to use
her knowledge of the future, people would dismiss her as a nut
case. Moreover, her wish had been very specific. She had come back
so that she could marry someone other than Drake. If she tried to
change anything else, she might create havoc—or get locked up as a
national security threat.

As Betty wedged the car into a tiny space
next to the museum, the realization that she was stuck here hit
Jana. This wasn’t a game or a dream. She had used her last wish and
thrust herself into the past. If she made mistakes, she’d have to
live with them.

“You sure are out of it today,” Betty
commented as she stepped out of the car. “Aren’t you coming?”

“Sorry. I’m half asleep.”

“We’d better make the coffee extra
strong.”

Jana got out and stretched. She noticed a
touch of smog had invaded the cool air. The sun was shining, but
then, it shone most of the time in Denver.

The McConnell Museum occupied a building
dating back to the early twentieth century. The lower floor
featured changing exhibits devoted to contemporary Western artists,
with pieces for sale. On the second floor, the gallery displayed
works from the museum’s permanent collection, also by Western
artists, including many Native Americans:

On the third floor were the offices. As Jana
climbed the stairs behind Betty, she remembered that six years ago
she’d been the assistant curator. It would be embarrassing to walk
into Walter Simone’s office as if it were her own.

In about a year, Walter would take a better
job in San Francisco. No one knew that, of course.

If someone asks your age, you’re
twenty-six, she warned herself, trying to prepare for whatever
might come. Your name isn’t Jana Edwards, it’s Jana
Flynn.

As she greeted her co-workers, no one pointed out
that she’d suddenly become six years younger. But then, in their
eyes, she hadn’t.

She entered her office and regained her bearings
with the help of notes and files in the computer. Walter had given
her the responsibility for organizing a retrospective show for Nina
Lopez, a potter in her seventies who had exhibited at the gallery
previously. Three years from now, Nina would move to Greece and
launch a new, archaeologically inspired phase of her work. Too bad
Jana couldn’t put that in the show’s catalog.

It didn’t take long to figure out Jana had
been in the middle of emailing collectors and galleries, asking for
an inventory of their works by Nina Lopez and whether they would
agree to loan them.

The only problem was the aging computer,
much slower than she was used to. It took a while to re-familiarize
herself with its eccentricities.

“Don’t worry,” Walter said in passing. “I’ve
talked to the board, and we’ll be getting new computers soon.”

Salt-and-pepper hair hung over his ears. He
would cut it before taking his new job. “I like your hair that
way,” Jana blurted.

He paused, his lined face a study in
confusion. “This is the way I’ve always worn it.”

“It softens you,” she said firmly. “Don’t
let anybody tell you it’s too long.”

Walter smiled. “I didn’t think you noticed
anything about me, aside from strictly business.”

Because he was older, she’d thought of him
simply as a fixture. Now she noticed how much the compliment
pleased him. “I should be more observant of my coworkers.”

“You have a kind heart,” he said
thoughtfully.

“Thanks.”

It would be Walter’s recommendation that
landed her the post as his replacement. But he’d given her that
anyway.

Of course, she might not be here a year from
now if she married the farmer. That’s a big If. How would
she function on a farm? She scarcely knew one end of a cow from the
other. But she had to try—that was the reason she’d come back.

If only the prospect of acting on her
impulse didn’t scare the hell out of her. Also, she’d forgotten the
name of the website.

At lunchtime, Jana joined Betty and one of
the gallery attendants, Susan, in a foray to the Sandwich Arts. She
treated herself to a huge sandwich piled with pastrami.

“You always eat like food is going out of
style.” Betty sighed. Ten years Jana’s senior, she was always
watching her waistline. “Just wait until you pass thirty.”

I know. “Well, this place may not be
here forever. We should enjoy it while we can.”

Susan peered at her phone. A recent college
graduate, she had a habit of surfing the web during any spare
moment. “You wouldn’t believe some of the guys’ profiles on here.
I’ll bet they make this stuff up “

A shiver of recognition ran through Jana.
She’s looking at a dating website. This happened before.

“I’d never trust those listings,” Betty
said.

“You can usually pick out the worst liars.”
Susan flipped a page. “This one says he’s rich, is a ringer for Tom
Cruise and owns his own business. I’ll bet he’s been divorced three
times, wears a toupee and has bad breath.”

“Such a cynic, and still so young,” Betty
murmured.

“She’s probably right.” Jana had lost her
appetite for her sandwich. The next thing Susan would say was
...

“On the other hand, here’s a farmer in
Tennessee. Why would anybody lie about that?”

Jana’s hands trembled. She tucked them into
her napkin. “What kind of woman is he looking for?”

“Someone with gingham tattooed on her
forehead,” Susan cracked. “A real down-home type.”

“Sounds pathetic,” Betty said.

“What’s that website address?” Jana leaned
over.

“You’re interested?” Susan asked in
amazement.

“It might be worth a laugh.” She jotted down
the URL.

The rest of the day passed slowly. Near five
o’clock, the auto shop called, and Betty dropped Jana there after
work to pick up her car. On the way home, she swung by her favorite
Chinese restaurant to pick up dinner, but the spot where it would
open was still occupied by a used-book store. She’d have to wait at
least six months for kung pao shrimp and lemon chicken, and by
then, if all went well, she’d be eating fried chicken down on the
farm. Or frying it herself.

At home, Jana reflected on the differences
her decision would make. Someone else would replace Walter after he
left. The exhibits she’d conceived would never take place. What
about that young artist she’d discovered at the University of
Denver? He would have to fend for himself.

Sitting down to a microwaved frozen dinner,
Jana found the site on her laptop.

 


Seeking an old-fashioned lady to be my
bride. Live the simple life with me on my farm. Fresh air, good
fishing, lots of love. Let’s build a future to enjoy with our
children. Don’t wait! Let’s find out if we’re compatible.

 


It concluded with the name Tom Spencer and
an email address, in care of the website. She felt the same way as
she had six years ago, warm and tingly. Even his name rang with
honesty and genuine values.

Susan was right. Why would anyone bother to
lie in a listing like this? The only kind of woman who would
respond to this invitation would be someone genuine and in search
of simple values.

Unless he’s a serial killer.

If so, the guy hadn’t been caught, because
Jana would have noticed a news item about something like that.
Which didn’t guarantee anything. Still, he was only asking for a
message.

Realistically, Tom Spencer probably wasn’t
thinking of a woman with a master’s degree in art history. Yet it
would be wrong to assume a farmer had to be a hick.
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