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  Dedication




  Thank you, Jesus, for always being there for me. This one’s for You!




  Prologue




  “Perhaps you should start from the beginning.”




  Jana studied the doctor in the chair next to her hospital bed. She was a typical high-powered woman in a gray pantsuit and expensive high-heeled shoes. Her blonde hair was pulled in a French knot and her blue eyes glittered behind prissy, gold-rimmed glasses. A two-carat diamond sparkled on her left hand. How could this perfect woman understand her? She sniffed. “The beginning of what?”




  “How did you wind up here, Jana?”




  Jana stifled a laugh. Where was the beginning in the life of a failure? How was this woman supposed to help when she answered questions with more questions? She decided to try the obvious. “They say I tried to kill myself.”




  “Why would you do that?”




  That was the wrong answer. Jana sank into her pillow. She had no idea where she lost herself in the avalanche of disappointment that had been her life for the past six months. How was she supposed to unravel this riddle so the doctor could help her? Snatches of memory floated through Jana’s mind:




  We regret to inform you that your application to the masters of business administration program has been rejected…




  “I’m not comfortable getting married right now. Why don't we wait a few months and see how things work out?”




  “You’re well qualified but I’m afraid the assistant business manager position has been filled.”




  Check out this picture of my new girlfriend, Sophie.




  “Why would he be interested in a nothing like you?”




  “Why would you want this life?”




  The haunting melody of the music box flowed through it all, and every memory came back to the question that broke the spell.




  What do you want from life, Jana?




  Jana sniffed and studied herself in the mirror across the room. Her brown hair hung limply over her shoulders and her brown eyes were swollen from days of tears. The hospital gown didn’t bring out the best in her slim figure but then again, her parents were the only ones who called her pretty. Darren used to say she had an unusual beauty about her, but that was before everything went wrong.




  Maybe that’s the beginning this doctor was looking for. The beginning of shattered dreams. Jana sighed. “It started when my boyfriend, Darren, was accepted to graduate school and I wasn’t. That was the beginning of the end.”




  The doctor smiled as she scribbled a note on her yellow pad. “Very good, Jana. It seems Darren is a big part of your current situation. Let’s start there.”




  Chapter 1




  Jana Lanning pulled the clip out of her hair and sat on the couch. It was noon on a sunny mid-May afternoon, but she was exhausted. Her best friends, Andrew and Amanda, were just married in a beautiful sunrise ceremony on the beach. The breakfast they served at the reception was extravagant, but it didn’t make up for the fact she had to leave the house hours before dawn for hair, makeup, and pictures. It was good to be home.




  “Home” was her parents’ beach house in Palmetto Beach, South Carolina. Her parents let her live there while she was attending college in nearby Myrtle Beach. Palmetto Beach offered a quiet respite for people that wanted to escape the chaos of a large tourist town, which was perfect for Jana. She clammed up in crowds and tended to get anxious around a lot of people. She often wondered if her anxiety kept her from making it into graduate school. Perhaps she would have had a better chance if she attended a bigger university. Then again, going to their small coastal college didn’t make a difference for Darren. He was off and running toward the future while she was floundering the present uncertainty.




  Jana sighed and contemplated what to do with the rest of the day. She wasn’t hungry and all of her chores and errands were done, so she might as well go back to bed for a few hours. Why not? She didn’t have anything to do.




  She showered, changed into her flowered pajamas, and was preparing to crawl into bed when she caught sight of Darren’s picture on her bedside table. Darren Feagin had been her boyfriend through all four years of college. He moved to Columbia after graduation last week to attend graduate school. She picked up the picture and smiled. His blonde hair was mussed up and his blue eyes sparkled with mischief. A dimple in his left cheek took the edge off the mischief in his eyes. It reminded her how she promised to call him after the wedding. She chuckled. How could she forget? He answered on the third ring, sounding groggy.




  “Hi sleepyhead, did I wake you up?”




  Darren sniffed. “Hi Jana. No, it’s all right. I’m having a slow start to the day. How was the wedding?”




  “Andrew and Amanda became Mr. and Mrs. Attway at seven fifteen this morning. It was beautiful, but remind me not to be a bridesmaid in any more sunrise weddings. I’ve been up since four thirty and I’m exhausted.”




  Darren laughed. “That’s right before I went to bed.”




  “Went to bed? What were you doing up so late?”




  “I went out with some old friends from high school. Columbia isn’t like Palmetto Beach. It doesn’t shut down at dark.”




  “What did your parents think about that?” Jana asked.




  Darren chuckled. “They didn’t say anything. I’ve got some job interviews coming up next week, so we’re hoping one of them will work out and I can have my own apartment by this time next month. It’s tough living with your parents after four years on your own. What about you? How’s the job hunt going?”




  “I’m interviewing with Dixon Financial Consultants on Monday for a full time position.” Jana worked for Dixon part time for three years as an office assistant. She basically did what she was told, which was mostly processing mail and filing. It had been a good arrangement, because it allowed her to make money to help with house and car maintenance, food and clothes while attending school. “I need a full time job. Mom and Dad want me to start paying the utilities on the house now that I’ve graduated. They haven’t said anything directly, but I think they want me to find a place of my own so they can have their vacation house back.”




  “Free room and board for four years isn’t bad. I have college loans to pay back and graduate school is going to dig me further in the hole.”




  “Your parents won’t help you?” Jana asked.




  “The way they see it, I have a Bachelor’s Degree and that’s good enough to get started on a career. They’re proud of me, but they’ve made it clear the financial support ends as soon as I get a job, which is supposed to happen as soon as possible.”




  “Still, you’re so lucky. I’d give anything to be there with you now.”




  “Jana…”




  “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m not going to cry again. I just don’t understand why I was rejected. My grades were good as yours, and my GRE score was a little under yours, so I wonder…”




  “Jana, we’ve had this conversation a dozen times over the past three months. The academic requirements are very stringent for graduate school and they limit the number of new candidates they take each year. I barely made it in myself.”




  “At least you did make it.”




  “I’m not sure what you want me to say,” Darren said. “If it means that much to you, take a couple of classes to boost your grade point average, retake the Graduate Record Exam, and reapply next year.”




  “Graduating with a double major and high honors should have been enough this year.” Jana sighed. “I don’t know what to do.”




  “Why don’t you go to the interview Monday and see what happens? Dixon might offer you a great job.”




  Jana sat up. “What about your plans? Are you coming back to Palmetto Beach after graduate school?”




  Darren was silent. “I don’t know what will happen. The master’s of business administration program is at least two years, maybe three if I have to go part time while I work, which is very likely. After that, I’ll have to see what opportunities are available.”




  “You’re applying for jobs next week so you can get a place of your own. Obviously you’re starting your career while you’re still in school.”




  “That’s the plan,” Darren said. “Education isn’t everything. You have to have experience to launch a successful career.”




  “Why can’t I be there with you?” Jana asked. She brightened. “Darren, why don’t we get married? Then we can be together no matter what happens. I can get a full time job to support you while you’re in school. That would give you the freedom to go to school full time so you can get your master’s degree faster. It would be less stress for you. Then maybe I can take a few classes at night and get better references from my job so I can start graduate school once you finish…”




  “I don’t think the timing is right to make any more life transitions. We’re already in a state of flux. I hate to add any more to it.”




  Jana waved her hand, although the gesture was lost over the telephone. “I don’t mind. There’s not a lot for me here since I graduated and my friends are gone. The job at Dixon was supposed to be temporary anyway. I’m sure there are better jobs in Columbia, and it would put me closer to my parents.” Jana’s parents lived in a small mountain town of Westwind Mountain in the northeast corner of South Carolina, where her father was a Lutheran Pastor and her mother was an organist for a small church. “It’s a win-win situation. We get to be together, I have a shot at a better job and building myself up for graduate school later, and Mom and Dad have their vacation home back.”




  “I didn’t realize Andrew and Amanda’s nuptials gave you wedding fever,” Darren said dryly.




  “It didn’t, but it made me realize something,” Jana said. “We met at freshman orientation and this is the first time we’ve been separated for more than semester breaks in four years. We shouldn’t let life separate us if we love each other.”




  “I miss you too, but there are other things to consider…”




  “Like what?” Jana snapped. “Andrew and Amanda got married so they wouldn’t have to be separated when he starts his job in Charlotte next month. He wants her to be with him so they can start a new life together. Why don’t you want me in your life now?”




  “What are you talking about?” Darren asked, sounding irritated. “We aren’t Andrew and Amanda. They aren’t going to graduate school. They’re content to get jobs and settle down now. I want more from life than that. I thought you did too.”




  “I do. I just thought we could do it together.”




  “I did too, but that’s not the way it’s worked out.” Darren was silent a moment. “I’m sorry, Jana. I’m not comfortable getting married right now. Why don’t we wait a few months and see how things work out? The changes we’re going through now are stressful enough. I think we need time to get our bearings straight.”




  “It sounds like you’re breaking up with me,” Jana said, sniffling.




  “That’s not what I mean. I’m saying we need time to figure things out. Right now that means we’re apart, but nobody knows what the future holds. If we’re meant to be together, it’ll work out.”




  Jana lay back in her bed. She didn’t like this, but she was afraid to challenge Darren. He’d suggested breaking up a few times since he was accepted to graduate school, but they managed to work things out with their relationship intact. Still, conversations like this made her wonder if it was stable. Her mind was spinning but all she could say was “all right.”




  “Good. Let me know how your interview goes Monday. I’ll be busy with interviews and getting set up here, so why don’t you text or E-mail me?”




  “When can I see you? I know it’s only been a week since you moved, but I miss you. Can you come here, or should I come to Columbia?”




  “Let’s see what happens with my interviews. I’ll call you later.”




  “That sounds good. If you come here before Memorial Day we’ll beat the crowds in Myrtle Beach and be able to walk right in anywhere we want to go.”




  “Maybe, we’ll see. Look, another call is coming in so I better go. I’ll talk to you later. ’Bye.”




  “I love you,” she said, but the line had already disconnected. She shrugged as she flipped her phone closed. Darren had never been extremely affectionate, so she didn’t think much of it. Still, it bothered her. He was telling her he loved her less and less these days. He must be under a lot of stress.




  Jana tried to put it out of her mind as she pulled the covers over her and settled in for a mid-afternoon nap. She was being too sensitive. Maybe she was tired. She did have an early wake up call. She was sure she’d feel better after she got some sleep.




  Chapter 2




  Jana nervously smoothed her blue dress over her legs as Mrs. Tranger, the executive assistant to the CEO, looked over her resume. It was ironic—she’d seen Mrs. Tranger almost every day for the past three years but now that she was applying for a full time job, Jana was nervous. There was no reason for this. Mrs. Tranger was well in her sixties and always wore crisp white shirts and long skirts in a series of bland colors like black, navy blue, or gray. Yet despite her serious appearance with perfectly coiffed gray hair and green eyes peering behind large, gold-rimmed glasses, she was a kind woman. Jana knew she had to calm down or she would ruin her chance for moving up with this company.




  “Miss Lanning, you’ve been an exemplary employee over the past three years and we certainly want to promote you to a position with greater responsibility, now that you’ve graduated from college. What kind of position do you hope to fill with Dixon?”




  Jana cleared her throat. “I just completed my bachelor’s degree with a double major in business management and accounting. I’m qualified to work in either area.”




  “We don’t have any openings in the accounting office,” Mrs. Tranger said.




  Jana sat up straight. “I’m interested in the assistant business manager position that was posted two weeks ago.”




  Mrs. Tranger cleared her throat and flipped through a stack of papers on her desk. “You’re well qualified, but I’m afraid the assistant business manager position has been filled. However, we do have a position for the front desk receptionist available…”




  “It’s already filled?” Jana said. She slumped under Mrs. Tranger’s penetrating glare at the interruption.




  “Yes it is. I’m afraid your application came in just after the deadline. They filled the position last week. The only position I have available that would be suitable for your qualifications in the management area is the front desk receptionist position. It’s ideal for a recent college graduate. You’d get to work across every area of the business. I think it would be a great place to get training so you can move up in the future.”




  Jana shifted in her chair. “I thought Clara would be back from maternity leave in a couple of weeks.” Clara had been their receptionist for two years.




  “Clara resigned last week. She decided to be a stay at home mother.” Mrs. Tranger shrugged. “I can respect that. I stayed at home with my children until they started school. The problem is that Clara’s short notice left us in a mess. The temp we hired is moving out of state and has to terminate at the end of the month. We don’t have much time to get this position filled. It’s full time with benefits and paid vacation, sick leave and holidays. Would you be interested?”




  Jana stared out the window. She really wanted the assistant business manager position and was surprised it was filled so quickly. She thought it would be fine to submit her application after graduation. Dixon usually took at least a month to hire for open positions. Well, at least they were offering her something. The receptionist position was less than she hoped for, but accepting it would solve her problem of finding a job. She had to take over the utility payments on the house in June.




  “The receptionist position sounds interesting. Tell me more about it.”




  Mrs. Tranger smiled. “I think you’ll like this position. It will give you a great overview of the organization. Plus, because of your degree and previous experience we can justify giving you extensive cross training. Maybe we can find a better place for you once we discover areas where you excel.”




  Jana forced herself to smile as Mrs. Tranger droned on about the position. The future wasn’t turning out the way she had planned. In fact, it was completely derailed—and she’d been out of college less than two weeks.




  Chapter 3




  Thursday morning dawned gray and bleak, but Jana didn’t care. Although things weren’t going as she planned, they were working out. She had accepted the front desk receptionist position with Dixon and was supposed to begin on June first. She needed her to resign her part time position so they could get her set up in their human resource and payroll systems as a full time employee, so her last official day as an office runner had been Wednesday. She was lying in bed trying to decide what to do with two and a half weeks off when her cell phone rang. She jumped to answer it, thinking it was Darren. She had tried to call him several times this week, but he hadn’t returned her calls. She got a text message from him on Tuesday saying he found a job. Her heart sank when she answered to find it was Amanda.




  “Hi, girl, how are you?”




  Jana yawned. She could hear the cheerfulness in Amanda’s voice and could imagine her sparkling blue eyes and curly brown hair bobbing around her shoulders. “I’m good. How’s married life in Charlotte?”




  “Actually, we’re still in the mountains,” Amanda said. She and Andrew went to the Smokey Mountains for their honeymoon. “I was just wondering how you were holding up. I was updating the pictures on my webpage and was shocked to find out about you and Darren.”




  “What do you mean?”




  The line was silent for a full minute. Jana thought the call was dropped. She was checking to see if she still had reception when Amanda spoke again. “Oh no, you don’t know.”




  “Know what?” Jana asked.




  “When was the last time you checked the website?” Amanda asked. “The website” referred to the social webpage the university ran for their students and alumni. Members could create their own web pages and manage it like any social website.




  Jana thought. “Last week. I’ve been meaning to post pictures from the wedding, but I’ve been busy. I got on with Dixon full time, by the way, and they’ve kept me running to make the transition from part time to full time these past few days. Why?”




  “I don’t know how to tell you this, so maybe it’s best if you see it yourself. Check Darren’s site now. I’ll wait.”




  Jana walked across the bedroom to her desk. It took a couple of minutes for her laptop to boot up and start the Internet. She tried to ask Amanda casual questions about their honeymoon, but Amanda’s responses were curt. She must really be worked up. Amanda was usually a chatterbox. Finally the website came up. Jana navigated to Darren’s webpage. Her jaw dropped when it came up.




  The picture at the top of the page had been replaced. The previous week it was a picture of Jana and Darren at graduation. Now it was a picture of Darren with a topless blonde in his lap. It was obviously taken at a bar, judging from the dark background and unidentifiable people milling about with glasses in their hands. The caption below the picture read, “Check out this picture my new girlfriend, Sophie. I met her at work and things have progressed quickly.”




  “What the hell!” Jana shouted.




  “I’m sorry,” Amanda said. “I really thought you guys broke up and I was calling to check on you.”




  “What’s going on?” Jana mumbled. “I can’t believe this. Something must have gone wrong with the website.”




  “That’s him in the picture. There’s no denying it and pictures don’t lie.”




  “They do in this day and age. Anybody can use computers to modify them. Obviously, somebody is out to smear Darren. This can’t be real. Darren wouldn’t go to a strip bar. He’s not that kind of person.” Jana realized she was breathing heavily and her heart was racing. She was on the verge of hyperventilating. Amanda was silent as Jana took deep breaths and tried to calm herself. After a few minutes, her breathing and heart rate slowed, although a knot remained in her stomach. “Amanda, what’s going on?”




  “I don’t know, but I think it’s worth checking out,” Amanda said. “Have you talked to him lately?”




  “I left him a couple of messages but he hasn’t returned my calls. He e-mailed me Tuesday.”




  “What did it say?”




  Jana pulled up her e-mail and opened the message. “Hi Jana, I got a job offer today and accepted it. Things are good. I hope your interview with Dixon went well. I’ll talk to you later. Darren.”




  “That’s pretty curt for a girlfriend,” Amanda said.




  “Darren’s never been very affectionate,” Jana snapped. “That’s just how he is.”




  “Okay,” Amanda said. She was silent a moment. “I think we need to find out what’s going on in Columbia. When did you leave your messages?”




  “I left one Monday and another one yesterday.” Jana paused. “Do you think he’s in trouble?”




  “I don’t know what’s going on. We need to get the story straight from him.”




  “He might be embarrassed if he’s having problems with somebody bullying him,” Jana said. “At the very least, he needs to know his website has been hacked into.”




  “And if he changed it himself he owes you an explanation,” Amanda said dryly.




  “I don’t think that’s what happened.”




  Amanda sighed. “Something’s happened. Try to call him again. I’ll ask Andrew to call him too. Maybe if several people try to contact him, he’ll understand there’s a sense of urgency and call one of us back soon.”




  “I’ll try to call him right now,” Jana said. “Thanks for letting me know.”




  “There’s another reason for my call,” Jana said. “I sent you a package yesterday, so be sure to check your porch for it.”




  “A package?”




  “Yes, I found something in an antique shop up here that reminded me of you. I wanted to get you a special gift to thank you for helping with the wedding. I couldn’t have juggled school, a part time job, and planning a wedding without you.”




  “Weren’t the opal earrings my bridesmaid gift?”




  “They were, but this seemed so perfect for you that I couldn’t resist. It practically screamed your name. Anyway, it’s on the way. I wanted to let you know to keep an eye out for it.”




  “Thanks for everything, Amanda. Not just for letting me know about this and for the gift, but for being a good friend to me these past four years. I miss you. It seems like all of my friends have moved away.” Jana sniffed.




  “I miss you too,” Amanda said. “To tell you the truth, I’m homesick. I wake up every day having to remind myself that I’m going home to Charlotte at the end of the week. You’re lucky you could stay in Palmetto Beach.”




  “I’ve been thinking that you and Andrew and Darren were lucky to get out of this small town. I’m going nowhere fast.”




  “That’s not true,” Amanda said. “Your parents are still letting you use the house and you have a job. That’s more than we have. We’re moving into a one-bedroom apartment and I have to start job hunting in a new town. It’s tough starting out, but we’ll make it. Keep your chin up, okay? We’ll straighten out this mess with Darren, and you’ll make new friends when you start working full time. Things will work out. You’ll see.”




  “I hope so,” Jana said.




  Chapter 4




  “Hello?”




  “Darren, its Jana. What’s going on?”




  “Not much; what’s up?”




  “It’s about your webpage,” Jana said. She took a deep breath. “I think there’s been some sort of mistake.”




  “So you saw it,” Darren said. “Don’t worry, it’s been fixed. They called me and let me know in no uncertain terms I was to take care of the problem or they’d suspend my account.”




  Jana breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s good to hear.”




  “Baby, who is that?” a female voice said in the background.




  “Darren, who is that?” Jana asked.
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