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Daniel made himself comfortable on what was known as the Balcony of Mount Everest. Eight thousand meters above was the top of the summit, a place he’d visited more than once. He always paid his respects to Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay, fellow explorers who were the first to reach the top of the world in 1953. Daniel was surrounded by snow and ice, oblivious to the bitter cold and winds. Having wings made it possible to reach the high peak, and he hadn’t experienced altitude sickness due to the rapid exposure to lower oxygen levels. He felt a kindred spirit to the mountain since it was the one he was climbing when he fell to his death.

That day, four years ago, was still a mystery. His equipment was top-of-the-line, and he’d doubled and triple-checked his ropes, harness, and carabiners. 

He’d climbed the Seven Summits during his life on earth but had had one more mountain on his bucket list when he’d died—​Mauna Kea, the dormant volcano in Hawaii that was determined to be the highest peak in the world. So he’d cheated a little, using his wings to fulfill his goal. 

The years he’d spent as an angel had passed in the blink of an eye, but it was hard work keeping an eye on his family in Eden Prairie. Danielle, his twelve-year-old daughter, spent too much time on her phone, specifically on social media. His brother’s two-and-a-half-year-old twins, Daniel and David, had more energy than twin out-of-control tornadoes. Caleb efficiently juggled his job as president of Hughes Corporation and helped to take care of the children, which had become a bigger job when his wife, Erin, returned to teaching. Daniel was pleased that his parents had moved to Eden Prairie so they could enjoy their grandchildren. 

A rolled parchment fluttering down from a cloud overhead drew his attention. His eyes widened at the red ribbon, Saint Peter's signature color. He unrolled the parchment.
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Your presence is immediately requested.

The upside-down cross, the symbol for Saint Peter, was further proof the request had come from the boss. If Daniel had had an actual heart, it would have been beating double time in his chest. 

The summons was rare unless you’d broken the rules. Saint Peter had taken Daniel to task a number of times. Daniel had a tendency to break the rules by not staying out of the lives of his family and friends. His father’s favorite pastime was playing golf, but he was no pro golfer. Feeling sorry for his father, Daniel had nudged the ball to make a hole-in-one on multiple occasions.

Ever since he’d worked a deal with Father Time and the New Year’s baby so his friends Ryan and Meredith could have a family, he’d kept the dust off his wings. So what had he done to warrant this summons?

He stood, drew in a deep breath—not that he could feel the air in his lungs—unfurled his white wings and soared for the Pearly Gates. As he ascended, the texture of the clouds changed to a spun-sugar softness that reminded him of cotton candy. He settled upon the cloud at the Pearly Gates and folded in his wings, preparing for the worst.

Walking through the pearlescent arched opening, he was surrounded by a sense of purity and lack of sin, the same feeling he’d enjoyed the first time. 

Saint Peter sat behind a white desk, slowly turning the pages of an ancient book. Pristine white curls brushed the shoulders of his silky white suit jacket. His ageless skin was wrinkle-free. Daniel chuckled at Saint Peter’s Ben Franklin glasses. 

The first sign there might be a problem was the color of the clouds behind the head angel. Gray indicated a storm was brewing. Once again, Daniel asked himself, What have I done? 

The head angel continued to focus his attention on the aged tome. “Daniel, have a seat.”

He sat on the edge of the chair in front of the desk and came right out with it. “What have I done?”

Saint Peter removed his glasses, pinched the bridge of his nose, and looked up at Daniel. “It’s not something you did, but something we did.” Saint Peter expelled a deep sigh. “You weren’t supposed to die.”

Stunned, Daniel leaned forward. “Did I just hear you say I wasn’t supposed to die?”

Saint Peter nodded. “A different Daniel Thompson was supposed to enter the Pearly Gates. There was only a matter of seconds between your death and that of the other Daniel Thompson.”

Daniel put his hands to his knees and shoved up. “My death was a mistake? A mistake! How could something like this have happened? You’re telling me your heavenly clock was off? I lost so much time with my family—Danielle! My brother has been raising my daughter and celebrating birthdays without me! My parents have been grieving!” 

“All you’ve said is true, and I’m sorry.” 

The head angel’s voice was heavy with remorse, but Daniel wasn’t about to be swayed. “‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t cut it.” Daniel realized who he was shouting at and respectfully lowered his voice. “What happens now? Do I turn in my wings and resume my life?” He began to pace. It wasn’t his imagination that the clouds got darker.

“No, that’s not possible. Your family has moved on, and things are progressing as planned.”

“Without me!”

“That’s not all I have to tell you,” Saint Peter said, folding his hands on his desk. “Someone tampered with your equipment, which is why you fell.”

“Tampered with my equipment? So now I’m supposed to wake up at the bottom of Mount Everest with a splitting headache?”

“Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Daniel. No, but you’re going back to right a wrong. An innocent was aware that your equipment had been tampered with. That person’s life was taken before they could warn you.”

His eyes flared wide. “You mean someone was murdered?”

“Yes. An innocent lost their life trying to do a good deed.”

“They gave up their life for mine,” Daniel confirmed, still trying to comprehend all that he’d just been told. I wasn’t supposed to die.

“Yes.”

“You know who was responsible for taking this innocent’s death?” Daniel pressed, still pacing.

“It will be your job to find out so the wrong can be righted.” Saint Peter had passed right over Daniel’s question. “Daniel, sit down. You’re wearing out my cloud.” 

Daniel silently determined Saint Peter had a sick sense of humor. Jeez, he can read my mind. He sat on the edge of the white chair. 

“You’re going to Eden Prairie.”

Happiness shot through him, but it immediately died. “That’s where my brother and our parents live. Did you forget Caleb and I are twins and have the same face?”

Saint Peter gave him a tolerant smile. “Your facial features will be different, and your new name will be Gideon Daniels. You’re the new head of maintenance at the Eden Prairie Lodge, which has been operating for a year. You will oversee two other workers. This new facility is an extension of Marshall Stables and Dude Ranch.”

“What happened to the guy who had the position before me? Did he die?” 

“He was promoted.”

“Why are you sending me to Eden Prairie? I’ve never been there.” 

“I’m sorry, Daniel. Your quest is to find the answers behind your death and that of the innocent. You’ll be living in a modular ranch provided by the resort owners. Your new credentials are in the drawer of the nightstand next to the bed. I’m aware you’ve always owned and driven fast, expensive vehicles, but you’ll need to tone down your lifestyle. You’ll find a used vehicle in the garage.”

“You’ve thought of everything.” Daniel hesitated before asking a delicate question. “Saint Peter, since I’ve been an angel, I’ve become a eunuch. Will I go back to feeling all my human urges and emotions?” 

The head angel didn’t even blush. “You’ll be in human form and feel all the human emotions—sadness, happiness, disappointment, anger, frustration, and pain. Don’t play with someone’s emotions and fall in love.” 

Once again, Saint Peter pinched the bridge of his nose. “Daniel, I want you to listen very carefully to what I’m about to say. You can’t tell your family or anyone who you are or about your mission. If you do, your time on earth will be immediately rescinded.”

That was something he hadn’t seen coming. Knowing that they wouldn’t know who he was would hurt a lot, but at least he’d be able to see them in the flesh. “And that would mean the person who was responsible for my death would also get away with ending the life of the person who died to save me.”

“Correct.”

“Did I meet this person who was responsible for my death? Is it a man or a woman? What about the person who was murdered?”

Saint Peter offered another tolerant smile. “I can’t answer those questions.”

“What about Daniel Thompson, who was supposed to die instead of me?”

“When you think about it, he’s been living on borrowed time—your time.” 

The last of Saint Peter’s statement hit Daniel like a fly ball smacking him upside the head. “Does that mean he’s going to die once I find the murderer?” 

“Your life for his.”

All that Saint Peter had told him was…life-changing. Could he do this? Go back to earth—and Eden Prairie—but stay away from his family?

Saint Peter opened the side drawer of his desk and withdrew a white feather. The plume was similar to those in Daniel’s angel wings. Saint Peter lightly fingered the delicate tip. “This is your ticket to heaven. If you decide to end your quest, you will stroke the tip, and it will bring you home. This is a one-time opportunity. I’ll repeat: If you tell your family who you are or try to change an outcome, I will immediately bring you home.”

Daniel reached for the feather. My ticket to heaven. “Suppose I lose it, or it gets stolen?”

“It’s no use to anyone else, as I removed it from your wing. But guard it with your human life. One last thing. You can’t prolong your time on earth. You have until September twenty-first—the fall equinox, the season of change. I’m sorry I didn’t catch the mistake sooner.” 

“September twenty-first is the date I died. I haven’t paid attention to the calendar. Do I have to check in with my buddy Father Time? 

“That won’t be necessary. Today on earth is August sixteenth.”

“August sixteenth? That only gives me six weeks!”

“Actually, it’s thirty-seven days.”

“When am I going to go back?”

Saint Peter’s lips drew up in a smile. “My advice is to take a deep breath…”
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Chapter 1

 

Daniel’s eyes flared wide. Lying on the soft bed, he was naked as the day he was born. The air conditioning chilled his skin, and he shivered. Drawing in a deep breath, he felt the swelling pressure in his ribs. The flat of his hand settled on the middle of his chest. The steady beat of his heart pounded against his palm. He had an actual heart again.

He’d been reborn. 

His eyes fell below his navel… Yes, his body was a hundred percent complete. His eyes traveled a little lower to his pinkie toe. Sadness settled around his heart. The candy cane shape he was born with was gone. Saint Peter had purposely eliminated the physical connection Daniel had to his twin brother.

A glow filled the bedroom, the soft light coming through the partially open blinds on two windows. The red numbers on a bedside clock read five-thirty a.m. The tips of his fingers tapped his cheeks, feeling the short bristles of an early-morning beard. His face! He had to see what he looked like.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, feeling muscle strength in his tendons, and hurried across the carpeting to the adjoining bathroom. The cushiony softness brushed the soles of his bare feet, a sensation he hadn’t felt in four years.

He flipped a switch, and the two lights over the bathroom sink brightened the room. He blinked at the brightness. Hopefully, Saint Peter hadn’t made him look like a candidate for plastic surgery. 

Stop being so vain. 

A stranger stared back at him. The old Daniel had worn his russet-brown hair well past his shoulders and let it hang carelessly free, just the way he’d lived his life. His eyes had been an aqua green, reminding him of the waters of the South Pacific, where he’d spent many hours diving the coral reefs.

Now, his hair was dark brown, a little longer than military length. His lips pursed in a little smile. Saint Peter had let Daniel—no, Gideon—keep his aqua-green eyes. He turned his head to the right and then the left, noting his cheekbones were a little sharper, his nose was a little wider, and his dark brows a little fuller. No holes from when he’d had his ears pierced. He leaned in closer, shaking his head. Just below his left ear was a small tattoo of a feather. Saint Peter’s sick sense of humor, Daniel decided. 

The feather! He’d been so distracted by waking up human that he’d forgotten about his ticket to heaven!

He hurried back to the bedroom and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the feather on the nightstand. 

Keep it safe. 

For now, he put it in the bottom drawer and planned to put it in a safe hiding place later on. Eagerness swelled in his body like an erupting volcano. He wanted to explore everything! Daniel Thompson had put himself first, going full steam ahead without thinking about others or the consequences. He’d loved his family but had never settled, always ready for the next risk-taking challenge. 

That’s what got you killed. 

He wanted to contact his brother and his parents and announce, “I’m here! I’m alive!” He couldn’t. 

Warm tears, filled with sadness and disappointment, ran down his cheeks. The human emotion was very real. 

Was it time to take a step back? There was so much he had to learn about his new self. Who and what was Gideon Daniels? A new person, a new start. 

He brushed the wetness from his cheeks, feeling the prickle of his beard against his fingertips. Shower and a shave versus having a cup of coffee. Was there even a coffeepot here? 

The shower won out. An assortment of towels was stacked on a shelf and draped over a towel rack. Various men’s toiletries were on the counter. He pushed aside the shower curtain and stepped into the spray. The hot water pummeling his skin felt exhilarating. He raised his head and let the water beat against his new face. He stayed there until the hot water ran out. 

He opened the medicine cabinet and found an electric razor and a bottle of aftershave. The name of the product wasn’t familiar. Daniel had had his own personalized men’s fragrance. He’d lived off his family’s money, but Gideon was a whole new person who had to work for a paycheck. 

Wrapping a towel around his waist, he returned to the bedroom and opened one of the dresser drawers to find packages of underwear and socks. The second drawer contained T-shirts and casual shorts. Everything was the right size, of course.

He opened one of the closet doors to find a full wardrobe, including work boots, sneakers, chinos, a few jackets bearing the resort's covered wagon logo, and an assortment of golf-style shirts bearing the same logo. 

An unfamiliar buzz drew his attention to the nightstand, and he pulled open the top drawer. The sound was coming from a cell phone. He’d had one when he was alive, but phones had become more advanced in the four years since his death. From observing his daughter using her phone, he knew enough to swipe his finger over the screen to read a reminder. 

Staff meeting in the general manager’s office at ten a.m. He also confirmed the date: August sixteenth, a Monday.

“Jeez, do I even know where I’m going? I don’t know any of these people!” He looked in the drawer again and noticed a wallet, a sports watch with a wide band, and a driver’s license with his new name and face. Attached was a piece of parchment. He immediately recognized the handwriting. Your birthday will remain December twenty-fifth. 

“You eliminated my crooked toe, but let me keep the birth date I shared with my brother. Saint Peter, I can’t figure you out.”

A credit card in the name of Gideon Daniels and two hundred dollars in twenties were in the wallet. According to the address listed on the license, he’d lived at 1225 Feather Lane, Laurel Heights, Pennsylvania. “Sure, use my birthday and the word ‘feather.’” 

Alongside the wallet was a color brochure for the resort. He expelled a sigh of relief. “Saint Peter, you thought of everything.” 

Since this was a staff meeting, he wanted to make a good impression, so he wore tan chinos and a hunter-green golf shirt with the resort logo. He slipped his feet into the new work boots, feeling the tightness when he tugged on the laces. New boots… He remembered a joyful memory of giving his brother a new pair of boots and his twin’s perseverance in wearing them despite getting blisters.

He walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator to find a small container of half-and-half. The name on the carton read Heavenly Dairy. Daniel—no, Gideon—determined he’d continue to get heavenly messages from Saint Peter.

A Keurig coffeemaker, a small basket of coffee pods, and a container of sugar were on the counter. He preferred fresh-brewed, but this would do for now. Then he remembered there was a Fresh Beans coffee shop in Eden Prairie owned by one of his old friends. His balloon of happiness immediately deflated. He couldn’t acknowledge knowing any previous acquaintances. 

The first taste of coffee reawakened his taste buds. He leaned against the counter and looked out the window over the kitchen sink into a small yard with vibrant green grass. A post-and-rail fence protected a field of cornstalks, their long leaves absorbing the warmth of the sun. 

As an angel, he’d flown over the area, keeping an eye on his family, but being at ground level brought everything to life.

Thinking about the meeting, he sat at the kitchen table and opened the brochure for the Eden Prairie Lodge. Fortunately, it included a colorful map of the area that was divided into two sections.

One half was Marshall Stables and Dude Ranch, established eighty years ago. It boarded horses as well as offered riding lessons for adults and children. He was familiar with that part since his daughter, Danielle, took riding lessons. He paused, still not used to the tightness that gripped his stomach. Danielle was the daughter he’d never met, the result of a one-night stand. His daughter was being raised by Caleb and was aware that her biological father had passed away. 

Pain centered around his heart. He was here, in the flesh, but he couldn’t tell her. 

He raised his eyes to heaven. “Boss, you weren’t kidding when you said I’d feel every human emotion. I’ve been back for two hours and feel like shit… Yes, I can say that because I’m human! I’m the one who died by mistake, but I feel like I’m being punished!” 

It wasn’t his imagination that the area of the feather tattoo got very warm. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” he told himself.

The lodge had opened a year ago, and the general manager was Angela St. Michael. 

“It would have been nice if you had included a picture,” he muttered. 

The resort offered year-round activities, including barbecues and riding competitions, a children’s rodeo, and a newly installed pickleball court. He wasn’t familiar with the sport and would have to do a little research. 

The resort offered indoor and outdoor pools. The antique-car museum sounded interesting since he was into cars. As did the cabaret.

He used his phone to take a picture of the map he could refer to until he learned his way around. He finished his coffee, debating on having a second cup, but checking out the rest of his living quarters was more of a priority. 

The flooring was beige ceramic tile. The living room had a standard three-seater couch, two chairs, and two end tables with brass lamps. The walls were painted a light blue with white trim—familiar colors. A sheer drape covered the large picture window. An interior decorator hadn’t helped with the décor, as everything was plain and boring, but what did he expect? 

Time was passing, and he needed to check out his wheels. The door to the attached garage was off the kitchen. The light and button to open the garage door were on the wall. He pushed both.

The fresh air coming through the open door was jolting. He stepped outside and breathed deeply, enjoying the fresh air in his lungs. Five other modular homes were on the dead-end street. Colorful flowers lined the walks and neatly trimmed lawns. He looked at his own front walkway, and it, too, had fresh flowers. In time, he’d find out who his neighbors were.

This might have been silly, but he reached down, picked a small rose, and breathed in the sweet scent. People took for granted being able to touch and smell Mother Nature’s beauty.

He walked back to the garage and realized he didn’t have a key for the black Wrangler inside. The body had suffered a few dents and bore a number of scratches. Having competed in car races in Le Mans, Monte Carlo, Isle of Man, and Daytona, he considered this vehicle definitely a step down. That was Daniel—now you’re Gideon, he reminded himself.

The driver’s side door was unlocked. Sitting on the seat was a set of keys and a keycard. He determined the card would give him access to the resort. A name badge read Gideon Daniels, Head of Maintenance. That told him a whole lot of nothing. What kind of maintenance? He wished Saint Peter had been more forthcoming about Gideon’s job description. 

Since he had a little time, he decided to take a slow drive to familiarize himself with the resort.

The engine started right up, and he turned on the radio. He hadn’t paid much attention to what music was popular these days but favored sounds from the eighties, especially the Red Hot Chili Peppers. He’d enjoyed and missed the times he’d played the drums in the Bloodlust Angels, the group he and his friends had started in college. He’d written a few songs and might have made it big if he’d concentrated more on his music rather than following his sense of high adventure. 

Daniel didn’t have regrets, but as Gideon, he realized what his life could have been like. He’d died by mistake, so was Saint Peter giving Daniel a chance to make something of his life in six weeks? Then what?

He punched the buttons on the radio, and Guns N’ Roses singing “Sweet Child o’ Mine” filled the interior of the vehicle. He turned up the volume and slammed a fist against the steering wheel. Yes, he was back!

It didn’t take long for him to adjust to driving the older vehicle. He was quite impressed by the resort's layout. Walking trails sported wood signs with arrows pointing to the pool, tennis courts, miniature golf area, and campfire sing-along stage. A sign on a Morton building read Antique Car Museum and Music Event Center. The brochure mentioned Silvester Marshall was the curator, and Patsy Lynn, his wife, ran the music events. 

White post-and-rail fences denoted the area where the horses grazed on the fresh green grass. According to the brochure, Silvester’s daughter, Rowena, ran Marshall Stables and Dude Ranch. 

Signs also noted the riding trails. He was tempted to drive straight and exit the resort to explore his surroundings. Daniel would have done that, but he was Gideon and had a job and responsibilities.

One couldn’t miss the entrance to the lodge's front. The circular drive was fashioned by an old-fashioned covered wagon encircled by a ring of natural boulders. The two-story log-framed building with a green metal roof was impressive. A row of natural wood rocking chairs offered a sense of welcome on the wide-open porch decorated with full-hanging green fern plants. 

Across the main road, a guest parking area was located, and most of the spaces were filled with out-of-state cars. The brochure noted that the guests were given three meals daily, plus afternoon tea and a snack hour in the evening. At this time of day, they’d be enjoying breakfast. 

He parked in the staff parking area after following the drive that led to the back of the building. More than half of the lined spaces were filled. Now, he was getting nervous, hoping he wasn’t about to make a fool of himself. 

“Daniel had no problem being the life of the party,” he said. 

Before getting out of the car, he pinned his name tag on his shirt just above the breast pocket. 

He used the card key to open the door and stepped into a pleasantly cool, cedar-paneled hallway that came to a T. A small sign indicated the main lobby was to the right, and administrative offices were to the left. He walked down another hallway to a door marked General Manager, Angela St. Michael.

“Here goes nothing,” he muttered. The door opened before he could knock, and a waitress pushed out a rolling cart. Her hunter-green smock bore the logo from the resort. 

“Good morning. I just brought hot coffee and fresh Danish.” 

“Thank you, Beverly,” he returned, noting her name tag.

The general manager’s neat desk fronted two large windows that faced the parking lot. Pictures of the resort in all the seasons were displayed on the cream-colored walls. The office was large enough to accommodate a conference table and ten chairs. An oval silver tray occupied the center of the table. His newly awakened senses said the coffee in the glass carafe was freshly brewed. The arrangement of assorted pastries made his mouth water. Hopefully, no one heard his stomach grumble, considering he hadn’t consumed food in four years. 

Four of the chairs were occupied. An older couple who looked to be in their late seventies sat side by side, holding hands.

The woman wore a red bodysuit with gold stars on the pointed collar and cuffs. A wide red headband secured her light blue curly hair that fell past her shoulders. The gentleman reminded Gideon of an older Bat Masterson, complete with a black string tie. A ring of silver stars banded his cowboy hat that he’d set on the table. 

Another gentleman sat across from them and wore the standard resort golf shirt. Gideon took him to be in his late thirties. His carrot-red beard was the same color as his full head of hair. The bands about the sleeves of his shirt evidenced his muscular arms. Just above his right wrist was a red heart tattoo with the name Debbie. He also wore a gold wedding band. 

The woman sitting at the head of the table had to be Angela St. Michael. His new boss was quite lovely and tempted his newly awakened male hormones big time. Saint Peter’s warning popped into his head. Don’t fall in love. 

She wore a golf shirt and tan dress slacks but had added a forest green blazer. Her hair, a blend of shades of blond, brushed her shoulders. A few whisps swept her forehead. Deep pink lipstick enriched the perfect shape of her mouth. The color of her eyes rivaled some of the blue skies he’d viewed in his travels. Her fingers were long and slender, and her ring finger sported a gold wedding band. Just his luck, but then again, he should consider her being married a heavenly blessing.

Alongside her cup of coffee was a tablet, a yellow pad with notes, a pen, and a manila folder with his name on the tab. That told him she was organized. 

“Welcome, Gideon,” she greeted with a very big smile. “It’s nice to meet you in person finally.”

“Good morning. I’m sorry to be late.” 

“You’re not late. Silvester and Patsy Lynn had to be here early. They’re the resort’s official greeters and welcome new guests to the dining room every Monday morning.”

Silvester held out his hand. “Welcome to the Eden Prairie Lodge. Patsy and I weren’t available when Angela conducted her Zoom interview with you.” He beamed a smile at his wife. “We were on another honeymoon, a cruise through the Panama Canal.”

“It was our fourth,” Patsy Lynn added, kissing him on the cheek, “even though we’ve only been married two years. Angela let us know you were head of maintenance at the Laurel Heights Inn and came highly recommended. Welcome to the family, Gideon.”

“I’m pleased to meet you both.” Apparently, I worked at another resort. Thanks a lot, Saint Peter. 

“Our ranch encompasses eighteen hundred acres and has a good-size lake,” Silvester boasted. “We grow our own feed for the animals and fresh vegetables that we serve in the dining room. Rowena Marshall, my daughter, is quite the equestrian and has a number of blue ribbons on display in the ranch’s equestrian center. My son, Buck, has his law office in Indianapolis and handles all the legal matters.” 

“I noticed your car museum. I’m also into cars.”

 

Silvester’s chest swelled with pride. “I have a 1929 Ford Model A Deluxe Roadster, a 1929 Studebaker Roadster, a 1932 Chevrolet Confederate BA four-door sedan, and my favorite is a 1954 Hudson Hornet. Got three Jeeps from WWII.”

 

Patsy Lynn patted his hand. “He has my classic Nash Rambler, too. Sorry, we get carried away when we talk about our dream project. We also have wonderful shows in the small theater in our museum. Our guests and employees are invited to participate in karaoke once a week. Do you like to sing?”

Gideon hesitated. “I don’t have a good singing voice, but I play the drums. I was in a hard rock band in college, and we were very good.”

Her eyes opened wide, expanding her pink eye shadow. “Oh my! That’s wonderful. I was one of the Diamondettes in my younger years, and we made four gold records. They’re on display in our museum.”

“I’ll be sure to look for them when I do a walk-through.” 

Patsy Lynn excitedly patted Silvester on the shoulder. “Honeybun, we should have an employee talent show! We can do our duet.”

“The kids at St. Mathews Church have a great rock band. My son Wyatt plays the guitar. We should invite them to play also,” the other man at the table suggested.

Me and my big mouth. I haven’t played the drums in… He couldn’t remember. Oh yeah, the night I got wrongly accused of selling drugs. Luckily, my best friend proved my innocence. 

Angela gave him a tolerant smile. “Gideon, you just started here and have added to our schedule of events to entertain our guests. The coffee is fresh, and the Danish are made in our bakery kitchen.”

He moved to the other side of the table and sat down. His mouth watered. He really wanted a cheese Danish, his favorite. Angela took it upon herself to pour him a cup of coffee.

“Thank you,” he said and added half-and-half. He was about to reach for a pastry, but Angela introduced the man sitting next to him.

“Gideon, I’d like you to meet Daniel Thompson, assistant ranch manager and head of maintenance for the ranch and stables.”

 

Daniel’s desire to eat faded like the setting sun at the end of the day.
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Chapter 2
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Coming face-to-face with the man who’d been living while Daniel had died stole his breath, a sensation he’d just begun to feel again. Saint Peter had never said the guy lived in Eden Prairie or that they’d be working together. 

Don’t just sit there. The guy’s holding out his hand.

“Nice to meet you,” Daniel said. 

“Welcome to the lodge, Gideon. I had your job, and then I got promoted to the ranch’s riding operation. If I can help you in any way, message me.” He pulled his hand away and covered his mouth to block his yawn. “Sorry, my wife and I were blessed with our third child, a little girl, and an unexpected surprise. Mia has her days and nights mixed up. Are you married?”
 

How much he wanted to shout, You’ve been living on borrowed time, the time that rightfully belonged to me! That selfish bitterness immediately dissolved when Gideon remembered he’d also be committing this guy to death once his own murderer was found. He’s married and has three kids! His children will have to grow up without a father, and his wife and family will grieve. The repercussions will be heartbreaking. 

 

Now he was expected to play God… No, that wasn’t right. Saint Peter, why don’t you dump a little more sh—horse manure on my shoulders? 

“I’ve never been married. And congratulations.” 

He needed something to settle his stomach, so he reached for a cheese Danish and a honey-glazed donut. Manners prevented him from licking his lips. Whoever did the baking here was a baker extraordinaire.

Angela slid the manila folder in his direction. “As I mentioned in our interview, all guests are given a printed schedule of daily events, or they can go online. That folder contains the sign-in information, a list of our offices, the names of the department heads, and cell numbers. You have a small office connected to the equipment garages in the main supply building. There’s a company-owned laptop and tablet in your office. Each of your staff has a tablet, combination radio and cell phone.”

He’d already decided to purchase his own laptop. He didn’t want to take any chances that someone could have access to the information from the searches he needed to do. 

The other Daniel explained, “The maintenance area is beyond the employee parking lot. It’s camouflaged by rustic fencing.” 

“The gates are locked after hours, but your key will give you access 24/7,” Angela added. “You’ll be notified via text or email if a maintenance problem must be immediately addressed.”

“Gideon, there aren’t any retail stores close to Marshall Stables and Dude Ranch and the lodge, which is how I want things. Personnel can eat for free in our small employee cafeteria,” Silvester added.

“You’re very generous.”

“Eden Prairie is a quaint town ten miles away and has many lovely shops, including a Hughes Department Store. There’s also a mall and a movie theater seven miles outside of town,” Angela added.

“Thank you for all this information.” He sipped a little more coffee. “This coffee is exceptional.”

“There’s a Fresh Beans Coffeehouse in Eden Prairie. We order our beans directly from them. The owner of the nationwide chain happens to live in Eden Prairie.”

I know. “I was hoping to meet the two people working with me.”

“You have the cell numbers for Nash Darkwood and Kali Lowe. They’re doing emergency repairs. A tree limb came down and pierced the window screen of a cabin. In addition to the main lodge, we have twelve cabin rentals surrounding the lake. They’re a favorite for large families. We don’t allow guest vehicles within the resort, so golf carts are available, or they can walk.”

He had so many more questions about his job responsibilities but couldn’t come out with direct questions. “Driving around, I was impressed by the landscaping and all of the flowers.”

“We pride ourselves on keeping everything beautiful,” Patsy Lynn said. Introduce yourself to Poppy Hadleigh, the head of landscaping maintenance. She and her team are busy trimming the grass and feeding our natural plants and flowers.”

“I think that’s all for now,” Angela said. “I know Daniel has to get back to the stables.” 

“My sweetie pie and I have things to do at the museum,” Silvester said. “We give tours four days a week from noon to three. We’re closed on Sundays, the Lord’s Day.”

“Thank you for the warm welcome, and I look forward to working with everyone.”
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Gideon shifted around in his seat when the others walked out. Some of his stress had eased, but he still had many questions that couldn’t be asked. His sense of smell was sharp, and he caught the aroma of lily of the valley. The small, bell-shaped flower had the sweetest fragrance. Was that Saint Peter’s doing that Angela was wearing the scent of his favorite flower? 

Stop reading into everything.

His new boss refilled her cup and held up the pot. “Refill?”

“Thanks. It’s really good coffee.”

“I hope you’re comfortable in the house. Silvester and Patsy Lynn are very generous when it comes to the people working for them. The ranch homes are only for single employees.”

“It’s perfect, and I appreciate their generosity.” Go ahead, ask. “Do you live in the area?”

“I live in the modular across the street from you, but I don’t spend that much time there. I’m a conscientious general manager and spend more time at the resort than at home.”

But those modular homes are for single employees. He forced himself not to ask about her husband or the ring on her finger. 

Angela opened a second folder and removed a résumé. His name was written in bold letters. Too bad he didn’t know what it said.

“When I checked your references, your previous employers gave you glowing reports, but you never mentioned why you wanted to move to Eden Prairie.”

The question rendered him speechless. Before he could come up with an answer, her cell phone rang.

“Excuse me.” She took the call and, a minute later, said, “I’ll be right there.”

“Is there a problem?”

“I’m sorry, Gideon, but a guest has a problem with their accommodations and is demanding to see the general manager.”

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’d like to explore the area this afternoon. I also want to get a new laptop. Mine was damaged in the move.”

“Hughes in Eden Prairie has an electronics section, or you could head to the Eden Prairie Mall. It’s only a twenty-minute drive from here. Just Google the directions. You’ll officially start at seven tomorrow morning.”

She hurried out of the office, but there was something he had to do. He moved to the folder she’d left on the table and took a photo of his résumé. Familiarizing himself with his new identity was paramount, and he wondered about the references that had been provided. Just his luck. References provided upon request. 

He made a beeline for the exit, never so glad to make an escape. So far, returning to earth was more of a challenge than he’d anticipated. What had Saint Peter gotten him into?

He started the engine and turned on the AC. The sweat on his brow was something he hadn’t felt in four years. He debated where to go for a laptop. As part owner of Hughes Department Stores, Daniel had been filthy rich. He had been able to walk into any of the nationwide locations and help himself to anything he’d wanted. Now, he was part of the working class. Going to a big mall would give him more freedom to walk around and not take the chance of encountering his family. 

OEBPS/images/img4.jpg





OEBPS/images/img3.jpg





OEBPS/images/img6.jpg





OEBPS/images/img5.jpg





OEBPS/images/img7.jpg





OEBPS/images/img2.jpg





OEBPS/images/img1.jpg





