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“Birthdays bite,” Sherry muttered.

“Hey, in two more years you’ll be sixty-five.” Lorena raised her glass. “Here’s to Medicare. The best present ever.”

“Cute.” Sherry stabbed Mr. Chow’s chicken satay with an ebony chopstick. “Do you ever feel like something’s missing in your life?”

“All the time.” Lorena expertly chopsticked a mixed water dumpling. “This morning, I found my car keys in the fridge under the cottage cheese.”

“I’m not talking about senior moments. Heaven knows I have enough of them. I meant do you ever feel you should be taking another path?”

Lorena glanced around the celebrity-filled restaurant. “Jen Aniston’s waving at you. She probably wants to know why Now and Then is closed.”

Sherry returned Jen’s finger wave. “Halloween tapped us out. We have to restock.”

Lorena smiled back at Meg Ryan. “Ever since that piece on Entertainment Tonight you and your vintage clothing store are more popular than me, and I’m the celebrity.” She offered Sherry a dumpling. “Why would you take another path? You’re rich, thin, and you’ve got a great business. What else do you need?”

“Someone to share it with. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life alone.”

For a moment Lorena’s eyes looked empty. She blinked and the mask returned. “There’s a lot to be said for being alone. You get to eat crackers in bed, and you have total control of the remote. If you’re lonely, get a dog.”

“I feel like there has to be more.” Sherry cursed herself for making Lorena think of David and changed the subject. “I got a birthday card from Brittany and Bill.”

Lorena’s eyes frosted over. “How are the Bimbo and the 

Bore? Still wildly in love with each other.”

“Yeah,” Sherry said morosely. “They want to get together for dinner.”

“Sherry, I get you staying on good terms with Bill for the boys’ sake, but dinner à trois is going way beyond the call of duty. Tell them you have a date with George Clooney and you’re too busy to bother.”

“Yeah. Right.” Sherry inhaled the marzipan aroma of her Almond champagne. Normally she never had a second glass, but it was her birthday, and she loved the feel of the bubbles tickling down her throat and forming a pool of liquid courage in her stomach. “You know what? I’m tired of having the only male companionship in my life come from daydreams and romance novels. I want to be loved by a real person. I’m thinking of trying online dating.”

“Are you crazy?”

Sherry rolled her eyes. “I knew you’d say that.”

Lorena's sharp tone attracted the attention of the diners at the next table. “Look! It’s Marley, the secretary on Looking for Love,” the woman informed her companion. She beamed at Lorena. “Hi, Marley.”

Lorena flipped back her streaked blonde bob and gave the tourists her trademark ditzy smile.

Both women lifted their phones for a picture.

Lorena turned back to Sherry and continued in a lower voice. “You just cued the horror movie music in my head. When it comes to clichés, online dating is right up there with the let’s investigate moment where the heroine takes the flashlight and runs around the creepy house in the dark.” “That’s ridiculous.” Sherry tried to lift one eyebrow and failed. “Lots of people are finding great matches online.”

Lorena shuddered. “Lots of people are not you. Honey, look at yourself. You’ve got lollipop green eyes and a sweet smile that says Take me. I’m vulnerable. You’d be Little Red Riding Hood inviting in the Wolf.”

“Stop that!” Sherry hated fairytale comparisons. She’d been dealing with them her whole life. “You’re putting me off and I want to be encouraged. I want a chance at true love.”

Lorena passed her hands over her glass. “I am looking into the future, and I see . . . You and a Corgi. It’s a perfect match.”

“I don’t want a dog, I want a human,” Sherry retorted.

“I don’t get it. You’ve gone twenty years without anyone. Why now.”

“I was okay alone when I still had the boys at home, but now . . .” Sherry’s smile wobbled. “Now there’s no one to hug me anymore. I miss being touched.” She saw the echo of pain in Lorena’s eyes. Damn! She’d done it again. Sherry downed the rest of her champagne. “The kids are off having their adventures. It’s time I had an adventure of my own.”

“Why don’t you start with a little adventure? One which doesn’t involve the risk of coming home in a body bag.” Lorena pulled out her iPhone. “There’s this place Darien, my trainer, told me about called, The Castle. They’ve got themed restaurants, but their specialty is virtual reality adventures.”

Sherry shook her head. “I’m not into video games.”

Lorena called for the check. “Me neither, but Darien says this is different. It’s a virtual world. And while you’re in it, you have the ability to walk around, eat food, buy stuff, and do pretty much anything you would do in your actual life.” She looked at the email on her iPhone. “A world that seems so real, you won’t believe it’s virtual,” she quoted. “What kind of world?”

“Whatever you want, I guess. Darien said he and Carl picked Los Angeles in the eighties.”

“Now that’s just gross. Nobody in their right mind would revisit the eighties.” Sherry took the iPhone and studied the email on the screen. “Any era? You know where I’d love to go? London, 1969.”

“Why?”

“It was my first adventure. I had a job with the Marketing Exchange for six months. London was so alive, and I loved the clothes and the music, and . . .”

Lorena leaned forward. “How ‘bout the people? Any special person?”

Sherry felt her face flush. She couldn’t tell Lorena about Jeremy. What would she say? I once kissed a total stranger on the tube. And it was magical. “There almost was, but it didn’t come to anything.” She handed the phone back to Lorena. “I’m in. Let’s go to the sixties.” A bubble of fun coursed through her. Or was it the champagne? “Two grown women going on a VR adventure. You think this is the first sign of second childhood?”

“Honey, I never finished with my first.” Lorena scribbled her autograph on the check. “Come on, let’s go.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 2

[image: image]




Lorena turned into a driveway lined with derelict sound stages near the Burbank airport.

“You’re kidding right?” Sherry looked around, disbelieving. “Let’s go to my house and check out eHarmony.”

“Patience, my little chicken.”

The driveway curved around to the rear. The back wall of the sound stage was faced in crenellated stone and looked like the entrance to a castle.

“This is amazing. You’d never guess from the front. Wait . . .” Sherry stared at the beautiful woman dressed in 

1940s Dior coming out of the front door. “Isn’t that Scarlett Johansson?”

“Probably. It’s one of those in secrets. It’s not listed, and they don’t advertise.” Lorena handed her keys to the valet. “You have to know someone to get the number. Darien gave it to me in exchange for an introduction to my agent. Lord knows how he got it.”

The red uniformed doorman opened the massive wooden door and bowed them into the front room. The scent of tuberoses from the huge flower arrangement reminded Sherry of the Bel Air Hotel lobby. Except for the red Chinese wallpaper.

“It looks like the entry to Disney’s Haunted Mansion,” Lorena said.

Sherry agreed.

Two large rooms opened off the main hall. One resembled a Victorian restaurant. A Strauss waltz wove through the buzz of conversation and the clink of silverware.

The other room was Art Deco with a sleek modern bar. A Charlie Chaplin film played on a flat screen TV. The voice of Billie Holliday crooned, “What Is This Thing Called Love?” The tuxedoed Concierge came forward. “Good evening. Two for dinner?”

Lorena flashed her Marley smile. “I was told you specialize in VR adventures.”

“Of course. Right this way, Marley.” His fair skin reddened. “Ah . . . Sorry. Ms. Anderson.” He led them through a hallway lit with faux candles and opened a door with an ornate sign: Choose Your Adventure. “You start here. Enjoy!”

“This room looks like a warehouse,” Lorena said, pitching her voice to be heard over the machines thrumming in the background. Framed travel posters relieved the starkness of the institutional green walls. “It sounds like War Games in here.”

The surfer boy behind the desk looked up and grinned at them. “Yeah. It takes a huge computer to handle this program. Hi, I’m Eric.” He pointed to the menu on the wall. “Where would you like to go?”

Sherry didn’t bother to look at the menu. “Can we do London in 1969?”

Eric’s fingers flew over the keyboard. “May I please see your credit cards?”

Sherry opened her purse.

Lorena put her hand over Sherry’s. “My treat. Happy Birthday.” She handed Eric her American Express.

He inserted it into a white box attached to the computer. It lit up and spat out two plastic cards and a sheaf of paper. He stapled several together and handed a thick packet to Lorena. “Here you go.”

Sherry peered over Lorena’s shoulder. “Those look like the travelers checks I bought when I went to London.”

Eric nodded. “That’s the way you use them.”

“Nice touch,” Lorena commented. “Makes you feel like you’re going back in time.”

Eric smiled and pointed at another door. “Follow the floor lights and be kind to the natives.”

Sherry stepped inside the darkened hallway. “Interesting ambiance.” Pink neon daisies danced a pattern on the floor, blinking on and off to the throbbing, whisper filled music. “I know this song, but I can’t remember the name of it.”

Lorena hummed a couple of bars. “Time of The Season” by The Zombies. I had an old boyfriend who loved it. That’s one of the reasons we broke up.”

“Do I want to know the other reasons?”

“No. You don’t.”

They followed the daisies. Dim sounds came from behind unmarked doors lining the hallway. “It's the time of the season when the love runs high . . .” echoed and danced to the daisies. The daisy lights stopped at one of the unmarked doors and wove a pattern over it.

Sherry spotted a card slot and inserted her ticket. “Here goes nothing.” The slot blinked green. The door opened into a dimly lit, narrow walled room with a second door at the far end.

A pleasant computer voice greeted them. “Please enter. There will be a brief wait while your experience is programmed.”

Lorena looked at Sherry and shrugged. “Nothing ventured . . . Come on.”

Sherry followed Lorena. The door swung closed. A blue light traveled up and down their bodies. The light snapped with a bright flash, followed by a stomach churning sensation like an elevator dropping too fast.

“Oh my god, what was that?” Sherry clung to Lorena. 

“An earthquake?”

“Don’t think so. I never felt dizzy in an earthquake. My head feels weird.” Lorena sounded spooked. “Let’s get out of here."

A second door swung open. They stepped through it.

They appeared to be on a street in London. Young men in Teddy suits sported Beatle haircuts. Girls with long straight hair strode along in knee high boots. A blast from a horn broke the thrum of traffic as a whizzing Vespa cut off a red double-decker bus.

Lorena stopped in the doorway. “Darien was right. Virtual Reality’s come a long way,”

“It certainly looks like 1969.” Sherry took a deep breath. The smells. Sausages and chestnuts. Autumn air and petrol. “How do they do this?”

“Darien thought it was derived from a military platform used for pre-Iraq training.” Lorena scrutinized the passersby. “I’m guessing they use actors. He said the merchandise and the food were definitely real.”

Sherry turned to Lorena and froze. “Lorena?” The girl in front of her had Lorena’s eyes, but her face! No wrinkles. No sags. Firm girl flesh filmed with translucent base makeup. Her lips shone frosty pink. Honey blonde hair curled in disarray past the shoulders of Lorena’s Hound’s-tooth Prada jacket.

Lorena stared back at Sherry. Her mouth opened, but no words came out. She gripped Sherry’s hand and tugged her across the street through the stalled traffic to a plate glass window. The reflection of two beautiful girls shone dimly in the lamplight.

“It’s an Avatar image,” Sherry said. It was all she could think of. “Lots of John’s and Michael’s video games had them. It’s a hologram of who you are in this world.” She touched her hair, which in the mirror fell like black rain past her shoulders. Her fingers caressed its silky length. “An avatar you can feel?” Sherry whispered. “How can they do that?”

“I don’t know. But I’m officially weirded out.” Lorena’s voice shook. “This is exactly what I looked like at twenty. How did the computer know that?”

“Those blue lights in that little room?” Sherry said. “Maybe they were some kind of memory scan.” She looked at Lorena uncertainly. “Is it too weird for you? Do you want to go back?”

Lorena hesitated. She shook her head. “No. Whatever it is, it feels wonderful. We came for an adventure. Let’s have it.” She pointed at the mannequin in the next window. “Look. Costumes. Let’s go dress the part.”

Sherry approved of the mannequin’s orange gold metallic mini-dress with long flowing pirate sleeves. “She looks like Twiggy.”

“I want that dress,” Lorena said. She walked into the shop.

Sherry stopped inside the doorway, overwhelmed by the smell of incense and the blaring Pink Floyd music. A framed neon poster of Pink Floyd’s 1966 concert jostled the Beatles Abbey Road poster and The Stones poster, with its trademark big lips. A black and white Herman’s Hermits portrait hung above the counter. Dresses filled circular displays with a jewel-whirl of color. Shoe shelves filled one wall. Pointy shoes, spike heel shoes, platform shoes, shoes with ties, shoes with flirty bows, metallic red, rainbow, neon, and vinyl boots. Joy bubbled through her. She was in vintage heaven.

The sales girl wore a skintight black jersey with an almost invisible black miniskirt. Long false eyelashes and kohl liner gave her eyes a sultry look worthy of Elizabeth Taylor. Lorena peered at her nametag. “Hi, Jane. Do you take American Express?”

Jane smiled. “Americans, are you? We call them Traveler’s Cheques. And yes, we do.”

“Excellent.” Lorena rifled through the racks until she found the dress from the window. She selected a pair of gold stack heels with outrageous buckles. “I’ll try these on.” She disappeared into the red woven curtains at the back of the store.

Sherry prowled the dress racks. This was better than her store because it was all new. She fondled a red silk-tiered mini, then moved on to a mint green mini overlaid in feathers. She sneezed. No feathers, she decided regretfully. Selecting a long sleeved green maxi with a demure lace collar, she held it up to herself in the mirror. She couldn’t stop smiling. How wonderful to look as young as she felt.

Lorena came out wearing the dress and shoes. “I’ll take these,” she announced.

Jane joined Sherry at the mirror. “That dress will look a treat on you. The green matches your eyes. Would you like to try it on?”

Sherry nodded and headed to the changing room.

Lorena fumbled in her purse for the travelers’ checks. 

“How much?”

“That will be twenty-five pounds, ten.”

Lorena took Sherry’s place at the mirror. She grinned at her reflection. “Fabulous!”

Sherry came out of the dressing room wearing the maxi dress and carrying their clothes.

“I’ll pay for hers too.” She took the clothes from Sherry. “Twenty-five pounds, ten. What’s that in American?” she whispered.

“In 1969 it was about eighty-five dollars.”

Lorena’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously? This is cheaper than Nordstrom’s Rack.” She scanned the shop and grabbed a fringed wool shawl which complimented her dress. “I’ll have this as well.”

Jane totted up their purchases. She wrapped their old clothes in silver tissue and popped them into a bag that said Kate’s on Carnaby.

“This is supposed to be Carnaby Street?”

Jane looked uncomfortable. “Oh, well. It’s not really Carnaby Street. I mean, that’s two blocks up. But it sounds posh, don nit?”

Sherry stood in front of the mirror still processing their altered appearances.

Jane accepted two travelers’ checks and counted out the change. “You both look spiffy. Got dates for tonight?”

Lorena turned over the unfamiliar money. “I can’t remember what a date feels like.”

Sherry nodded a rueful agreement.

“Right now food would be wonderful.” Lorena turned to Jane. “Where do you recommend?”

“Depends on what you are in the mood for,” Jane replied. “Shakespeare’s does a smashing bacon and egg pie and the ale’s good. Of course, if you are feeling flush, there is Cromaniere’s.” She bowed her head reverently. “It’s French.”

“Shakespeare’s it is,” Lorena said. “I always wanted to visit a real English pub.”

They said goodbye and stepped back on the street. A chill wind had sprung up.

Sherry shivered. “Weird. My body feels as young as my face looks. No twinges.”

Lorena nodded. “Yeah. Feels like I had a body transplant.”

“The boys used to be scared of Pirates of the Caribbean at Disneyland when they were young. They said it was too real. Now I know how they felt.”

Lorena reached up and stroked her firm smooth cheek. 

“If I didn’t know this was a game, I’d think we time traveled.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. Let’s eat.”
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The pub’s few small round tables were all occupied and the room buzzed with conversations broken by the thump of darts and an occasional crack of laughter.

Sherry breathed in the warm smoky air laced with the scent of bangers and bacon and egg pies. “Oh yes. I remember this.” She maneuvered through the small crowd surrounding the darts players and found an empty space at the tall mahogany bar.

The barkeeper caught sight of Sherry and snapped to attention. “What’ll it be, luv? And what are you doing after closing? I get off in an hour.”

He had to be all of twenty-five and he was flirting with her? She couldn’t remember the last time a man gave her that kind of look. This was fun. “I’m a bit old for you, but thanks for the compliment. I’ll have two of everything you’ve got and a couple of ginger beers.”

He slapped two plates on the table. He put a bacon and egg pie and a scotch egg on each. “Steak and kidney too?” he asked.

“Absolutely.” Sherry fluttered her eyelashes.

Lorena rolled her eyes.

“Where are the bangers?” Sherry sniffed the air. “I know I smell them.”

He pointed toward the kitchen. “They’ll come separate. 

You want beans with those?”

“Absolutely!”

He pushed the plates toward them. “American, are you?” “Yeah.” Lorena looked suspiciously at the cold pie. She took a small bite. Her eyes widened. “Not bad, but that may be my hunger talking.”

Sherry grabbed the other plate and the ginger beers and angled toward the only unoccupied bench.

Lorena started to follow. “That’ll be one pound, six and ten,” the barkeep said.

Lorena turned back and got out her wallet. She chose the largest of the bills Jane had given her in change. “I’m not up on your money. Will this cover it?”

“That’ll do it.” He took the bill and gave her back three smaller ones and some coins. “Here you go.”

Lorena picked up her plate and followed Sherry. “I need a lesson in British currency. It all looks like play money to me.”

“I take back everything I thought about VR games. This is wonderful.” Sherry gestured toward the empty chair. “Sit. Eat. Drink.” She took a sip of the ginger beer and hummed rapturously.

Lorena took a sip of her drink and almost spat it out. 

“What is this stuff? It’s disgusting!”

“Ginger beer.”

Lorena curled her lip. “Those two words should not be in the same sentence, much less in the same glass.”

“I didn’t drink when I lived here,” Sherry defended, “not alcohol anyway. Couldn’t afford it and didn’t like it much.”

Lorena shoved her ginger beer toward Sherry. “I am so not drinking that. Do you suppose they have any wine?”

“Don’t know. You could try the porter. I’m told it’s good.”

“Porter? As in person who carries your bags?”

Sherry snorted. “No! Porter as in dark brown ale.”

Lorena walked back to the bar. “What’s your name?” she asked the barkeep.

“Andrew,” he shouted over the sudden burst of cheering from the corner darts game.

“Well, Andrew, my friend said I should try the porter. Can you give me a little taste?” Lorena fluttered her own lashes. No response. Was she losing it?

Andrew built a pint and offered it to her.

“Hmmm.” She licked her lips clear of foam. “Not bad. I’ll take one.”

Lorena wove her way back to Sherry and sat down gracefully. “The porter’s rather good. I feel very British.” She took a sip of porter, reached into her purse, and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.

“I thought you’d given up smoking.”

“That was yesterday. I’ve changed my mind.” Lorena lit up—inhaled–and started coughing. “Yech.” She stubbed it out. “That’s weird. It tastes terrible. I guess this body is younger than twenty-seven. That’s when I started smoking.” Sherry grinned. “Now that’s just excellent.” “Bangers up,” Andrew called.

Sherry went to retrieve them.

Lorena stood up and peered out the window, tapping her fingers on the pane. The blue veins in her hands were gone. The whole damn thing felt so real. Wait . . . She returned to the table. “Aha! The game designers slipped up.” She waved at the lamp lit night. “No fog. Remember that song, Foggy Day in London Town . . .? They got it wrong!”

Sherry disagreed. “No, they got it right. When I first got to London, I thought there was something missing, but I couldn’t think what it was. Then I remembered the foggy day song. I asked my flat mate. She said they banished the smog in the late fifties with something called the Clean Air Act.”

“That sucks. I wanted to see the fog. All the books and movies I read talk about it.”

“Oscar Wilde said there was no fog in London until the artist William Turner began painting it. After Turner, novelists began to write about fog in London.” Sherry drained her ginger beer and reached for Lorena’s. “There was no fog in London in Shakespeare or Ben Johnson’s writings, but there was a lot of it in Dickens’s and Doyle’s stories and . . .”

Lorena put her finger to Sherry’s lips. “You’re chatting inanely. You know that, right?”

Sherry nodded. “Inane chat helps me deal with the sense of bizarreness I’m feeling.”

“Makes sense.” Lorena downed half her glass of porter. 

“So, where’s the swinging part of London?”

“I don’t have a clue.”

“But you lived here. You must have some idea.”

“Lorena, in 1969 my idea of swinging was browsing the shops in Bond Street and an occasional trip to the Royal Ballet.” What had she been so afraid of? Sherry smiled ruefully. “The one chance I had at adventure sent me running in the opposite direction.”

“Last call, Ladies and Gents.” There was a rush to the bar.

“Keep the table,” Sherry said. “I’ll get us a last round.”

She joined the throng at the bar stepping back a bit to keep some air space between her and the fragrant man in front of her who obviously didn’t believe in deodorant. She stepped on a foot and turned around to apologize.

Hands rested on her shoulders steadying her. “Sorry about that, luv. I’m being pressed from behind.”

She looked up into sea blue eyes warm with amusement. Her pulse kicked up. He could have posed for an ad in Vogue. Six foot two with chestnut hair curling down to the collar of his gray three piece suit. She inhaled the orangey, clove odor of his aftershave. There was something about him. Her mouth dropped open as a memory bloomed from a long ago hot August day in London . . .

Sherry glanced around with a frown. Why did the tube have to be crowded? Not an empty strap to be had. She stood in the center of the car concentrating on keeping her balance, her arms slightly out, thoughts turned inward, gaze unfocussed to protect her privacy.

A sudden lurch of the train threw her up against another freestanding passenger. She looked up at him to murmur an automatic apology. His equally automatic response was interrupted by the opening of the tube door . . .

The man looked down at her with a puzzled flicker of recognition “I know you . . .”

She could only stare at him and remember . . .

Twenty or thirty more people pushed into the car. They were all shoved together like trash in a compacter. Her distaste for this invasion of personal space was mirrored in the incredibly handsome face of the stranger now pressed against her. He glanced down at her. His sea blue eyes widened, and he smiled.

Sherry’s irritation vanished. She grinned back.

They both melted into laughter. The laughter stopped and became something else. Tightly pressed together, their eyes quested for and found . . . He bent down. She reached up. They exchanged a gentle soft recognizing kiss.

“What’s your name?” he asked, bringing her back to the present.

“Sherry,” she said, in a trance. “Sherry Southerland and you’re . . .”

“Jeremy.” He touched her cheek lightly with the back of his fingers. “Jeremy Smythe.”

Jeremy Smythe. The name echoed in her mind. They hadn’t known each other, but for that one brief moment, they’d been one.

At the next stop, the train emptied out. Stepping back, they resumed their own spaces.

Can I see you again?” he asked.

What had she done? "No. This was perfect. Let’s leave it that way."

He smiled and agreed. Had there been a shadow in his eyes?

They exchanged one more soft kiss and Sherry left the train. They’d made a magical moment she’d never forgotten and always regretted. Why hadn’t she said yes? 

Jeremy’s eyes lit up. “You’re the girl on the tube. We met . . .” he paused, “almost three months ago. August, wasn’t it?”

Sherry nodded wordlessly. August. 1969. Her brain spun in dizzying circles. How could this man from her past be in a VR game? It wasn’t possible.

Jeremy smoothed away the frown she hadn’t been aware of wearing. “Looks like we’ve intersected again.”

Maybe this really is 1969, she thought wildly. Should I believe in second chances?

“When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable must be the truth,” she said aloud. “Aha, a fellow Sherlock Holmes fan, I see.”

The bar crowd pressed them up against each other.

“History repeats itself.” Jeremy bent down and brought his lips to hers. Sweetly, gently. It was like coming home.

Sherry felt a sharp pinch on her arm. “Ow!” She broke away from Jeremy and turned to find the pincher.

“Excuse me.” Lorena stood there tapping her foot. She didn’t look happy.

Jeremy reached for Sherry’s hand. She could feel the warmth of his clasp tingling up her arm. “Lorena, this is Jeremy. He’s, uh . . . an old friend.”

Lorena eyed Jeremy suspiciously. “Good friend by the looks of it.”

“Jeremy and I met by chance in . . .”

“August. On the tube.” Jeremy smiled. “We became close.”

Sherry giggled.

“Excuse us for a minute.” Lorena pulled Sherry aside. “You shouldn’t be too friendly with the actors in the game. Believe me, you don’t want to date an actor.”

“I don’t think he’s an actor,” Sherry whispered. “I met Jeremy in 1969. I know it’s not possible. But this is Jeremy. 

I never forgot that meeting.”

Lorena froze. “Are you saying this is really 1969?”

Sherry nodded. “Think about it. That weird dizzy feeling in the room. Our changed bodies. She took a deep breath and quoted. ‘When you eliminate the impossible . . .’”

“Whatever remains, however improbably must be the truth,” finished Lorena. “Casebook of Sherlock Holmes.” She gripped Sherry’s arm. “Okay. Time to go home.”

Sherry resisted. “Not yet.” The same magic she’d felt that day on the train shimmered in the air. “Lorena, I need to follow this. I know it.”

Lorena looked unnerved. “If this is time travel, we don’t know the rules. All I remember from my reading is you can’t stay, and you shouldn’t change anything. I think we’d better leave.”

“I’m not talking about staying a long time. I know that would change things . . .”

“Yeah,” Lorena interrupted, “like the existence of our children. You have to meet Bill, and I have to meet Dave.” “But we could stay for a while. A week maybe?”

“No.”

“Think of the history,” Sherry wheedled. “Think of the shopping.”

Jeremy joined them. “Are you visiting from America this time? Where are you staying?”

Sherry looked at Lorena pleadingly.

Lorena shrugged in defeat. “Our luggage got lost and we haven’t picked a hotel yet,” she improvised. “Can you recommend a good one?”

If Jeremy thought that was odd, he concealed it well. “The Cadogan is good. It’s on Sloane Street in Knightsbridge. It’s got nice rooms and it’s rather historical. Do you like that kind of thing? Lily Langtry, the actress, used to live there.”

Lorena looked intrigued. “I liked Lily Langtry. I mean I didn’t know her personally, but I like her style.”

“Can I drive you there? I’ve got my car.”

“Yes, please,” Sherry said. She turned and whispered to Lorena, “If you don’t have a passport, we may be in trouble.”

“Since The Homeland Security Act, I always carry it,” Lorena replied. “It makes life a lot easier.”

“Excellent,” Sherry said. “Now as long as they don’t check the date . . .”

Lorena took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.”
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Chapter 4
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Jeremy ushered them to a silver 1965 Aston Martin.

Lorena’s mouth dropped open. “Holy cow, it’s the James Bond car. I love it!”

“It’s my car, actually,” Jeremy said with a straight face. “I loan it to James for special occasions.” He opened the door for them.

“Oh, right.” Lorena sniffed. “Make fun of the American.” She squirmed her way into the back seat.

Sherry inhaled the rich scent of leather. As Jeremy helped her into the front seat, the warmth of his hand burned through her dress. She shivered.

“What’s this homeland security act I heard you mention?” Jeremy expertly navigated through the press of traffic. “Something to do with Vietnam?”

Sherry couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t sound crazy. She kept silent.

Lorena broke in, “So Jeremy, what do you do for a living?”

“I run a small magazine called Twenty-Eight.”

Lorena leaned forward. “What type of articles do you print?”

Jeremy glanced over his shoulder at her. “I run the kind of magazine where if someone calls me up and says their goldfish is talking to them, I don't talk about hot baths and soothing drinks. I say, 'Put the goldfish on the phone'.”

Lorena snorted. “You’re kidding. Right?”

“I would never make sport of a goldfish,” Jeremy said gravely. He stopped in front of The Cadogan, got out and opened the doors for Sherry and Lorena.

Lorena squared her shoulders and walked toward the pillared entryway.

Jeremy pulled Sherry around to face him. “Listen, I thought you might like a walk or something. We still haven’t talked.” He brushed a stray hair off her cheek. “Don’t run away this time,” he whispered.

Sherry caught her breath. “Yes. Wait for me. I won’t be long.”

Potted palms changed groups of chairs into oases. Lorena paused to study the two oil paintings glowing on the walnut paneled walls of the reception area. “That’s Lily Langtry,” she whispered to Sherry. “And I think the other one is her lover, Edward Prince of Wales. He’s wearing Royal Orders. I already love this place.”

They walked up to the mahogany grill. The man behind it had no nametag. His suit and bearing said he was an important person. He smiled an austere welcome. “Good evening. May I look up your reservation?”

“We don’t have one,” Lorena replied. She pulled out her travelers checks and handed them to him. “We’d like a double suite please.”

His expression brightened as he flipped through the sheaf. “Of course, madam. The Langtry Suite is available.” He pulled off four checks and presented them for her signature. “I’ll have your bags sent up.” He looked for their non-existent luggage and frowned. “If I might see your identification?”

“The airline lost our bags,” Lorena explained. She flipped open her passport so he couldn’t see the cover. “We will be shopping in the morning.”

The maroon uniformed elevator operator pulled the lever to close the door. The elevator moved upward with the ponderous grace of an old dowager. “Not very busy this time 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
v

(

SUSAN B. JAMES

4
@





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





