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Eternity Springs is a magical place where hearts come to heal…


Haunted by the loss of his wife and son, Daniel Garrett left the police force to devote his life to finding missing children. Yet it’s not until he meets a beautiful, intriguing woman at a wedding in Eternity Springs that he glimpses a way to put the past behind him.


Since her fiancé’s death, Shannon O’Toole has created a quiet life for herself restoring Victorian cottages. Romance is the last thing on her mind – until she meets Daniel, who makes her want to share her long-held secrets.


But could getting involved with a detective bring unwanted danger into Shannon’s life? And is it worth the risk for a second chance at love?


Escape to Eternity Springs, a little piece of heaven in the Colorado Rockies, with the other books in the series: Angel’s Rest, Hummingbird Lake, Heartache Falls, Mistletoe Mine, Lover’s Leap, Nightingale Way, Reflection Point, Miracle Road, Dreamweaver Trail and Teardrop Lane.




To Christina Dodd


For helping me so much on this ongoing #AuthorAdventure.


Anchors aweigh!






Chapter One


TEN YEARS AGO
SUBURBAN BOSTON


Daniel Garrett’s eyes flew open to darkness and an unholy sensation of dread slithering in the pit of his stomach. He’d like to think it was due to the greasy plate of ribs he’d eaten with his dad last night at the Patriots game, but he knew better.


Something was off. His universe just wasn’t right. The feeling had plagued him for the better part of a week.


So what was it? What had yanked him out of a sound sleep at—he glanced at the bedside clock—4:57 in the morning, a full hour before the alarm was due to go off?


He took stock of his surroundings. Beside him, his wife lay sleeping peacefully, smelling of the rose-scented lotion she’d lathered on after her shower, the blocks of ice that doubled as her feet burrowed beneath his legs. Lifting his head from his pillow, he turned his ear toward the doorway and listened intently for any sound coming from the bedroom down the hall.


No. Nothing from Justin. Nothing from the puppy who slept in his son’s room. No creaks from the staircase or chime from the clock downstairs in the living room. No howl of wind or ping of sleet outside. The winter storm that had chewed its way across the Eastern seaboard last night as they went to bed had moved on as evidenced by the stars visible through the sliver of space between the white eyelet window curtains of the master bedroom.


No, nothing external had disturbed his sleep. The trouble was in his mind … his intuition … his gut.


He’d seen something. Sensed something. But what?


He lifted his arms, laced his fingers behind his head, and stared up toward the ceiling. Maybe it was work. Maybe he was about to be laid off. Rumors of budget cuts abounded, and he was the youngest detective with the fewest years on the force. Last in, first out would get him. Or at least get him bumped back to patrol.


He hadn’t helped himself by failing to hide his disdain for department politics, either. Daniel didn’t play games. He didn’t like people who did. As a result, he didn’t get along with his boss or his boss’s boss. They put up with him because he was good at his job, which made them look better at theirs.


But if heads had to roll …


Wonder where his old uniforms were stored? Guest room closet, maybe? He hoped his wife hadn’t gotten rid of them. He tried to recall the last time Gail had gone into one of her closet-cleaning frenzies. If she’d done it since his promotion, the everyday uniforms were likely history.


I don’t want to go back to patrol.


He loved the job. Maybe he could get on as a detective somewhere else. They didn’t have to live near Boston. Gail’s family was spread all over creation. His parents would miss their regular Wednesday-night dinner with their only grandson, but they’d come to visit. They could fly free—one of the advantages of his mom having worked for an airline all these years. And his brothers … well … it might be good to put some distance between himself and those know-it-alls. Maybe he should put out some job feelers just in case.


Maybe the job wasn’t the problem. Maybe this bad juju he was feeling had something to do with one of his family members. His dad had mentioned his angina last night. Daniel hadn’t liked hearing that. I’ll call him later and make sure Mom knows he’s having chest pain. She’ll make sure he sees the doctor like he promised me.


Restless, Daniel rolled onto his side and pulled Gail over to spoon against him. She mumbled something about Soupy Lou and vegetables and managed to distract him from his dark thoughts. Daniel grinned into the darkness. He figured she was reliving last summer’s garden disaster.


Gail had gone totally ballistic after their puppy had made the serious mistake of plucking green fruit off her plants and gnawing them just enough to ruin them. In her angry outburst upon discovering the crime, she’d threatened to give the dog away, which sent their four-year-old son into a panic.


Daniel had known it to be an idle threat because Gail loved the six-month-old boxer as much as Justin did. Nevertheless, it had taken him half an hour and the promise to build a fence for their backyard garden to calm down both mother and son.


So the following day when Soupy made a chew toy out of his favorite pair of sneakers, he’d chosen his own idle threats more carefully.


Remembering how Gail’s eyes had sparkled as she and Justin stood united in defense of Soupy had Daniel giving the clock a second glance. He’d burned almost forty minutes with all his worrying. Still left twenty minutes before the alarm. A good husband woke his wife from her nightmares, didn’t he?


He shifted his arm and slipped his hand beneath the clingy knit of her pajama top. Cupping her breast, he trailed his thumb back and forth across her nipple until she stirred and sighed his name. He nipped the soft, sensitive skin of her neck, and when she shivered in response, murmured, “I love you, Gail Garrett.”


“Love you, too,” she sleepily replied.


Daniel made love to his wife, and the heat they created together chased the cold from his soul.


Temporarily.


Sex as a distraction worked only until the worries came rolling back as he stood beneath a pelting hot shower at quarter after seven. Dammit, maybe he should come right out and ask Captain Hill about the downsizing rumor. Not that his boss would give him a straight answer, but his body language would betray him. In the first few seconds after posing a question to the man, Daniel could read him like a book.


However, if layoffs weren’t on the horizon, Daniel didn’t want to give his captain any ideas.


Another solution might be to fess up to his partner that he had the heebie-jeebies. James Reichs had twenty-seven years under his belt; he would respect hunches. Wouldn’t he?


Maybe. Maybe not. He might tell me I’m an inexperienced idiot.


“Well, kiddo,” Daniel could picture Reichs saying as he rubbed his jaw in his habitual gesture. “I don’t know. There’s a fortune teller over by the waterfront. Maybe we should go ask her. She could read her tarot cards and tell you what you’re gonna be when you grow up.”


On second thought, maybe he wouldn’t say anything to Reichs.


Not that Daniel didn’t give card and tea-leaf readers their due. He had some Gypsy blood in him from his father’s side. His mother was full-blooded Irish. His heritage made him predisposed to accepting the reality of premonitions.


That’s why he added an accessory to his workday ensemble when he dressed. He pulled on his Kevlar vest before he slipped into his sport coat and did his best not to feel foolish about it.


Exiting his bedroom, he glanced down the hallway toward Justin’s room. The closed door and faint sound of local news turned low on the television downstairs meant that Justin was still asleep. Soundlessly, he pushed open his son’s bedroom door. Soupy Lou immediately jumped down from the bed—where she knew she didn’t belong—and into the dog bed at the foot of the boy’s twin-sized bed. Daniel scolded the dog with a look, then turned his attention to his son.


An active sleeper, Justin invariably kicked off his covers so they dressed him in blanket sleepers on winter nights. He had a variety of cartoon-character versions, and the blue and gold of Daniel’s collegiate team. Last night he’d chosen a green and orange Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles selection to wear, and now he lay with his knees scrunched up under him and his butt in the air.


A tsunami of love rolled through Daniel as he gazed at the softly snoring boy. Justin was a fabulous kid. Good-natured, except when he was hungry and then he turned into Godzilla-boy ravaging the pantry. The kid was curious about everything. He’d started talking a little late, but once the floodgates had opened, the questions never stopped. All boy—the rhyme about snakes and snails and puppy dog tails fit him to a tee. Give him the Nature Channel and a show about spiders, and he was one little happy man.


A happy little fearless man. The boy was entirely too daring for Daniel’s peace of mind. Last Saturday was the perfect example. While visiting his grandfather’s barbershop, Justin had taken advantage of the adults’ momentary distraction when Pitt scored a last second touchdown to clinch a come-from-behind victory over Virginia Tech. He’d fastened a barber cape around his neck, climbed onto the back of a barber chair, and jumped off à la Batman. His hand knocked scissors off a shelf on his way down, and the point missed hitting his eye by a hair.


“You will be the death of your mother and me, son,” Daniel whispered now as he tucked the covers back over the boy.


He leaned down, pressed a light kiss against Justin’s cheek, then trailed his knuckle across the dusting of freckles on his nose. Angel kisses, Gail called them.


We’d better hope your guardian angel covers your face in them.


Daniel took a couple steps toward the door and his right shoe wobbled as he stepped on something. Glancing down, he spied Justin’s Batman action figure. His favorite. Now, sporting a broken arm. Kid needs to learn to keep his toys picked up. Thinking to teach the boy a lesson, he scooped the small plastic doll up with its arm and stuck them in his pocket.


Downstairs in the kitchen, Gail had breakfast ready and waiting. He savored his first sip of coffee, but despite the early-morning exercise, his normally healthy appetite had disappeared. He had to force himself to eat the bacon and eggs.


“What’s the matter, Daniel?” his wife asked when he declined a third strip of bacon. “I can tell something’s been bothering you.”


He took another sip of coffee to buy time to frame his response. Gail knew him better than he knew himself. High school sweethearts, they’d married young and had Justin before they’d intended to start a family—a blessing, they’d discovered recently when Gail developed fertility issues. She’d always wanted to be a stay-at-home mom, and though money was tight, they’d made it work. The promotion to detective had darn sure come in handy. “I don’t like that sound the heater’s been making. Really hope we can make it through the winter without having to buy a new unit.”


She gave him a measured look over the top of her coffee mug. Because the statement was true enough, Daniel managed to hold her gaze.


Gail didn’t need the burden of this nameless worry of his. For a cop’s wife, anxiousness came with the territory, but if fretting were a sport, she’d be a pro. On the All-Star team. She’d been more relaxed the past couple of months since he made detective and moved off patrol, but he saw no sense in causing her concern. Besides, the problem could very well be the furnace. They didn’t need the financial hit for that right now. Not as long as they were making the hefty payments to the fertility clinic.


“What plans do you have for today?” he asked in hopes of shifting the topic of conversation.


“We have a big day planned. We’re going grocery shopping this morning, then meeting Jeremy Tate and his mom at the mall for a matinee. The new Disney movie. If your day goes okay, want to meet us afterward for dinner?”


“Sure. Sounds like fun. I’ll do my best to make it.” Maybe he’d see about taking a half day of personal time and catch the movie with them, too. Two hours of feel-good entertainment might help him shake this funk. If he could talk her into ending their day the way they’d started it, he might put this weird mood behind him for good.


Daniel wiped his mouth with his napkin and stood. He leaned down, kissed his wife good-bye, then headed for the mudroom where he pulled on his overcoat and unlocked the gun safe to retrieve his weapon. As he slipped the revolver into the holster beneath his jacket, he heard the rattle of Soupy’s tags and the thud of Justin’s footsteps on the stairs. He almost turned back to greet his son, but a glance at his watch convinced him otherwise. A five-minute delay now meant another twenty minutes in traffic.


He second-guessed that decision minutes later as he accelerated on the ramp onto the interstate that would take him downtown. The chill that skittered down his spine had little to do with the crisp November weather. You should have taken the time. Being a few minutes late to work won’t hurt anything.


Sure. Right up until the moment they started choosing warm bodies for layoffs.


Nevertheless, the urge to see and speak to Justin was so strong that he almost took the first exit and turned around. He might have done it, too, had his phone not rung.


Two minutes later, any thought of taking a personal day had evaporated. He called Gail. “I’m not going to make it this afternoon. We caught a homicide.”


“Oh, no. I just told Justin you said you’d try to join us. He’ll be disappointed.”


“Tell him I’ll take him kite flying this weekend to make up for it. The weather’s supposed to be perfect for it.”


“He’s standing right here. Why don’t you tell him?”


She handed the phone to Justin who spoke with a whine in his little voice. “Daddy, come to the movie with us!”


“I can’t, buddy. Daddy’s got to work.”


“But I don’t want you to work. I want you to come to the movies!”


“I’m sorry, kiddo. Tell you what. You be a good boy for your mother today, and Saturday, you and I will go to the park and fly a kite.”


“Promise, Daddy? Cross your heart promise?”


“Cross my heart promise.”


“I love kites even more than movies. Except for the popcorn.”


“Hey, we’ll get us some popcorn, too.”


“Yippee. Bye, Daddy.”


The dial tone sounded in Daniel’s ear and he chuckled. Needed to work with the little guy on phone etiquette. Then Daniel tossed his phone onto the passenger seat and turned his attention toward murder.


It was a grisly, all-consuming business, though he did manage to steal a few minutes to call his father and nag him to make the doctor’s appointment. Throughout the morning, his sense of foreboding continued to simmer.


They made a one o’clock appointment with the deceased’s grieving sister at her home in a Boston suburb. During the drive there after a swing through a fast food drive-through at Reichs’s request, Daniel brought up the possibility of layoffs. Reichs squirted a packet of ketchup onto his fries. “Forget about it. Ain’t happening. You’re not getting out of this job that easy. You’re gonna have to suffer along at least until you get your twenty years like the rest of us poor saps. Is that what’s been gnawing at you this week?”


“Yeah. No.” Daniel watched his partner lick ketchup from his thumb, and his mind returned to the bloody scene where they’d spent much of the morning. “The husband did it.”


“Yeah.”


“We’ll prove it.”


“Considering the history of domestic violence, we’ll close it by the end of the week.” Reichs popped another fry into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “What’s eating you, Garrett? Have a fight with the wife?”


“No. Gail and I are good.” Daniel sucked in a breath, then exhaled a heavy sigh. “I don’t know. I’m being paranoid. But … something’s off. I have this spider crawling up my spine.”


“That’s why you’re wearing your vest?”


Of course his partner had noticed. Very little got past James Reichs. Daniel described the sense of foreboding hanging over him like a storm cloud. “I don’t know if it’s all in my imagination or if I’m picking up on something that’s real.”


Reichs shook a fry at Daniel. “Doesn’t matter. That’s a lesson I learned many moons ago. You listen to your gut. It just might save your life.”


Daniel’s lips twisted in a rueful frown. “I’m listening. I just wish my gut would speak more clearly. At least let me know if this whole thing is business or personal.”


“Be a detective, Garrett. Figure it out.”


“Easier said than done,” Daniel muttered.


Reichs finished his fry, then polished off half his burger before he spoke again. “You’re still green, but you’re smart. You’re tenacious. You have great instincts. With a little experience, you’ll be a damned fine investigator. When you’re in a situation like this, you have to be methodical in your approach. Nine times out of ten, there’s something there, something you’re seeing but don’t realize you’re seeing. The place to start is your files. Take a stack of them home with you tonight.”


Daniel nodded, glad to have a direction. He’d lucked out getting Reichs for a partner. The guy was a legend in the department, and Daniel knew he could learn a lot from him.


When they arrived for their appointment, Reichs grabbed a vest from the trunk and slipped into it before pulling on his suit jacket. The action made Daniel feel less foolish for having mentioned his concerns. The interview provided helpful background information about their suspect, and they left with a new lead to follow that took them downtown.


Congestion in traffic ahead caused Daniel to alter the route he’d intended to take, so chance put them on the narrow streets in the industrial area of town when all hell broke loose in front of them.


Sirens screamed from police cars pursuing a gray Mercedes sedan that turned onto the street ahead of Daniel’s car. As Reichs got on the radio to report their position as half a block away, the sedan screeched to a stop and a young man bailed from the driver’s seat and ran toward them.


Reichs listened intently to the radio. “Carjacking. Dragged a woman from the car. Her baby’s in the backseat.”


Daniel slammed on his brakes and threw the car into park even as he saw the man dart into a narrow alley.


Two of the uniformed cops stopped by the Mercedes and tended to the child. Two others joined Daniel and Reichs in pursuit of the suspect. Young and fit, Daniel outran the others, and he was the only one who saw which way the suspect turned in the narrow, twisting maze of streets and alleys.


Daniel was fast, but so was the suspect, and he obviously knew this part of the city well. Just as Daniel began to believe that he’d lose his man, the suspect stopped and whirled around.


Gun. He has a gun in his gloved hand.


Time seemed to slow to a crawl. Daniel saw the muzzle flash and tried to react, but the kick at his chest knocked the breath from his lungs and propelled him off his feet. He shot me. I’m shot.


He clapped a hand over his chest.


The suspect turned into another alley and disappeared.


Before Daniel caught his breath, Reichs was at his side, waving the patrolmen to continue on after the suspect while he stayed with his partner. “You hit? Show me.”


Daniel shook his head. “Okay. I’m okay. The Kevlar stopped it.”


He moved his hand away from his chest and revealed the hole in his overcoat. Holes, he silently corrected because the bullet had pierced his shirt, too. The temptation to stick his pinky finger through them was strong, but he resisted. Barely. Looking down at the tears in the fabric, he exhaled a heavy breath.


“Holy hell, son,” Reichs breathed. “Remind me to always listen to your hunches. Your guardian angel was on the job today.”


“Yeah.” Thinking of his family, Daniel sent up a shaky prayer of thanks.


Reichs helped Daniel to his feet just as the two patrol officers returned empty-handed, the shooter having managed to lose them in the matrix of warehouses and shipping hubs. “Did you get a good look at him?” one of the patrolmen asked Daniel.


He nodded. “I’ll recognize him when I see him again.”


“And that will happen,” Reichs said. “We’ll find him.”


When they walked back to their cars, they discovered the scene filled with a whole host of newcomers—an ambulance, fire truck, a half-dozen more patrol cars, and even the SWAT van.


“How’s the baby?” he asked a paramedic.


“Appears to be just fine. He never took her out of her car seat.”


“The mom?”


“She’s on the way.”


Daniel nodded, relieved. How frightened that poor woman must have been. Someone handed him a bottle of water, and as he twisted off the plastic cap and took a long, welcome sip of cool water, the reality of the past twenty minutes sank in.


He’d dodged a bullet. More or less.


He’d dodged that bullet because he’d listened to his gut. The sound of his partner’s voice echoed through his mind. It just might save your life.


He dragged the back of his hand across his mouth and willed the weakness out of his knees. He was fine. He was okay. He’d listened, so he’d lived. A lesson for a lifetime.


Excellent. Guess I don’t have to comb through files now.


His lips quirked at the thought.


Tension rolled off him in waves and exhaustion began tugging at his bones. Adrenaline drain, he thought, just as a silver-haired man wearing a brown pin-striped suit beneath his khaki trench coat approached with his hand outstretched. “Detective Garrett? I’m Todd Barnhill. I’ll be lead on this boondoggle. If you’re comfortable skipping the ambulance, I’ll give you a ride to the hospital and take your statement there.”


“I don’t need to go—”


He shook his head. “Regulations, Detective. You know that.”


Yes, he did. Daniel nodded his acquiescence and glanced around. “My partner …”


“Detective Reichs is giving his statement to my partner. They’ll meet us at the hospital when they’re done.” Barnhill hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “That’s my SUV over there if you want to get out of the weather. I need to finish up with Officer Maxwell, but I’ll be ready to leave in five.”


“Thanks.” Daniel nodded and walked toward the late-model SUV. For the first time since bailing out of his own car, he took notice of the winter chill in the air. The temperature couldn’t have climbed above freezing yet. He rubbed his arms, and when Barnhill used remote ignition to unlock his vehicle, Daniel waved a thanks. He climbed into the truck and settled wearily into the passenger seat as the last of the adrenaline drained away, leaving him exhausted.


He hoped he slept better tonight. He should. Surely getting shot qualified as the big bad hanging over his head. No need to worry about layoffs or the furnace now. Not until the next time he experienced … what … a hunch? A premonition? A sixth sense inherited from his Irish/Gypsy heritage?


A warning from his guardian angel?


Well, whatever. The name didn’t matter. He was a believer. He would never attempt to ignore or dismiss those feelings again. At this particular moment, he felt like the luckiest man in the world.


Maybe after Barnhill finished with him, he’d stop and buy a lottery ticket. And roses for Gail. Maybe a bottle of wine. After Justin was in bed, he’d put on some big band music and coax her into dancing with him. He’d sing to her, give them both the gift of a little romance. Maybe tonight they’d hit the jackpot in the getting-pregnant department. Why not, this was his lucky day, wasn’t it?


Daniel warmed to the idea even as he held his fingers up to the heated air flowing from the vents. He also realized he needed to call Gail ASAP. News trucks would probably start showing up here any minute, and if she heard about today’s events from anybody other than him, he could forget about getting any luckier.


He reached into his pocket for his cell phone, but his fingers found Justin’s little Batman figure first. He pulled the doll from his pocket and studied it, newly aware of an elemental truth about himself. He didn’t want to die, but he didn’t really fear death. However, the thought of leaving Justin without his father cut him off at the knees.


He rubbed his thumb over the head of the Caped Crusader, smiling crookedly. He suddenly quite desperately wanted to talk to his wife and his son. What a day this has been.


He shifted one-armed Batman from his right hand to his left and searched once more for his phone. He dialed Gail’s number and was disappointed when his call went straight to voice mail. “Hey, babe. Just calling to give you a heads-up. Had a little excitement today. You might hear about it on the news. I’m fine. Wasn’t hurt. The good guys are winning. I’ll tell you the whole story when I get home. Love you.”


He disconnected the call and returned his phone to his pocket. He still wanted to talk to his family, but leaving a message worked out okay, he decided. Gail would give him credit for having called, but he’d be spared having to break the news to her. A win-win.


Still, it wouldn’t hurt to take her flowers when he went home. Something bright and cheerful. Sunflowers, maybe. Gail always went gooey over flowers.


Then they could celebrate life, and if his good luck held just a little longer, make a new one.


His fist closed around Batman, and he subconsciously brought it to his mouth and kissed it as a patrol screeched to a halt in front of him. A wild-eyed woman vaulted from the backseat, and Daniel watched the reunion of mother and daughter with a lump in his throat. To be part of this … even though they had yet to catch Joker … all in all … “A good day.”


His phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket. His eyes on a toddler’s puffy pink jacket, he answered saying, “Garrett.”


His wife’s panicked, fear-filled, and babbling voice chilled his soul. “I can’t find Justin! Oh, God, Daniel. Somebody stole our son!”


Four days later, a jogger discovered Justin Garrett’s battered and abused body in a pumpkin field two hours away from the mall. Seven months after that, Daniel returned home from work to find his wife dead from an overdose of sleeping pills.


That evening, Daniel threw his Kevlar vest off the Tobin Bridge, wishing he had the courage to jump in after it.







Chapter Two


PRESENT DAY
ETERNITY SPRINGS, COLORADO


The woman known as Shannon O’Toole around town reached for the flathead screwdriver in her toolbox just as her cell phone chimed an alarm. Almost eleven o’clock already? Where had the morning gone? She had hoped to work her way a lot farther down her to-do list by now.


“So what else is new?” she murmured as she flipped her toolbox closed. She could multitask with the best of them, but the commitment to renovate this two-bedroom dollhouse of a Victorian on Pinion Street in addition to operating Murphy’s Pub and teaching yoga classes had filled her plate to overflowing. Yet, staying busy was good. It kept her sane and solvent—both of which were important to a woman in her circumstances.


In her postage stamp of a kitchen, she filled two glasses with ice and peppermint tea. She placed them and a tin filled with Fresh bakery’s strawberry pinwheel cookies onto a tray and carried it outside. Setting the tray atop the flat surface of a plywood-and-sawhorse workbench, she retrieved a pair of folding lawn chairs from where they leaned against the side of the house. As she dusted grass clippings from the chairs’ webbing, her cell phone rang. She pulled it from the pocket of her jeans and answered without checking the number. “Hello?”


Silence.


A shiver of apprehension skidded down her spine. No. Please, no. Not again.


In a flash, she was back in her Denver apartment staring at the object lying atop the lavender-colored pillow sham on her bed—fuzzy and tan with tufts of white stuffing. A teddy bear’s arm. Then, back to Austin and a yellow bedspread and the bear’s leg. Nashville, another arm.


Her room at Stanford and the empty bed where the bear belonged.


Fear yawned in the pit of her stomach. Her pulse began to pound. Just when I begin to hope …


As she yanked the phone away from her ear to check the number, she heard her closest friend, Rose Cicero, the town physician, say, “Shannon? I’m sorry. That was a butt dial. I’m at work today and had my phone in the pocket of my lab coat and a toddler in my arms.”


“No problem,” Shannon replied, relief washing over her, clean and sweet as a summer rain.


She ended the call a little weak-kneed and annoyed with herself. She knew better than to answer her phone without checking the number first. Letting down her guard was one thing; acting carelessly, something else entirely. She felt safe here in Eternity Springs, but she had felt safe in other places, too, hadn’t she?


“Be smart. Be aware. Be alive,” she murmured, repeating her personal mantra. If she didn’t live, she lost. If she didn’t live, he won. Unacceptable. “So get back to living and pick your paint.”


It was the next item on her agenda—trim paint. If she stood a shot at finishing and flipping this house by Halloween, she needed to choose a color today.


It was proving to be a difficult task. With previous renovation projects, she’d known exactly what she wanted when it came to paint. This time she struggled to choose between two shades of red and a bright, sunshine yellow to contrast the creamy white of the siding. So an hour ago, she’d phoned for the help of a color expert, her friend and renowned artist Sage Rafferty. Sage had jumped at the opportunity for a distraction and offered to visit at eleven—provided she hadn’t gone into labor.


A glance down the block revealed the heavily pregnant Sage waddling toward Shannon’s house. When she drew near, Shannon said, “You look miserable.”


“I am miserable.” Sage grimaced as she tucked a stray strand of wavy auburn hair behind her ear. “I honestly believed I’d have this baby early, but now I’m three days late. I’m having nightmares of going into labor at Gabi and Flynn’s wedding.”


Shannon eyed her friend’s enormous belly doubtfully. “Surely you won’t last that long. The wedding’s still a week away.”


“You wouldn’t think so, but knowing my luck …” Sage rubbed the small of her back and nodded toward the house. “Let’s change the subject and talk color. Color makes me happy. I can’t tell you how much your phone call this morning cheered me. You gave me something fun to focus on rather than the noneventful state of my uterus. So, how can I be of assistance?”


“Help me settle on a trim color, please.” She pulled a stack of scrap wood from beneath her workbench and carried the three painted pieces toward the house. After lining them up against the cream-colored siding, she rejoined Sage. “I cannot make up my mind.”


Sage pursed her lips and studied the display. “All three of those colors are lovely.”


“That’s precisely the problem. I know that color preference is as individual as a favorite ice cream flavor, but in this particular instance, I need to appeal to the widest range of potential buyers possible. At the same time, I need to make this place stand out.”


“Are you worried about selling it?” Sage asked, nodding when Shannon silently offered her a glass of tea.


“A little. Flipping houses is not for the faint of heart, especially when you’re trying to do it in a small town. I had planned to have the house finished before tourist season ended, but I fell behind schedule because I put in longer hours at the pub this summer than I expected.”


Both women took seats in the lawn chairs. Sage chose a cookie to nibble at and observed, “Murphy’s Pub’s new patio is the bomb.”


Shannon smiled. One of a handful of buildings in town that dated back to Eternity Springs’ early days in the 1880s, the pub had seen both glory days where it served as a central gathering place for citizens and long stretches of time when the vast majority of visitors walked on four legs and sported tails. But Murphy’s had good bones, something she’d seen on her first walk-through following her arrival in Eternity Springs. Bringing it back to life hadn’t been as difficult a job as she’d first anticipated. It helped that a strong demand existed for a family-friendly watering hole in the growing town. “The patio’s popularity caught me by surprise, I’ll admit. Had I known how successful the project would prove to be, I’d have planned this one differently.”


“How close are you to being finished here?”


“At least a month. Maybe six weeks. The kitchen is still a mess.”


“So it won’t hit the market until after tourist season,” Sage said, nodding in understanding. “When traffic in town drops way down.”


“Exactly. That’s why I’m so concerned about color.” Shannon’s teeth tugged her lower lip as she studied the painted boards. “Ordinarily I’d go for the gentler red because it suits the neighborhood best. But instead of selling to drive-by tourists, I expect my buyer will have found it on the Internet, so I really need it to pop out in a photo. The yellow or hotter red might work better. What do you think?”


“Hmm …” Sage idly rubbed her glorious belly as she studied the house. “Will you plant flowers this late in the season?”


“Yes. Gabe said he’d trade a planting plan and labor for yoga classes for Nic.” Gabe Callahan was a local businessman who’d trained as a landscape architect; Nic, his wife, was the town’s veterinarian. Their twin daughters would be second-graders this fall.


“You are the barter queen of Eternity Springs,” Sage responded, her tone warm with admiration. “Do any of your yoga students actually pay cash?”


Shannon taught yoga three mornings a week, and considering her particular situation, she’d found that barter worked very well for her. “A few. I haven’t managed a local source for my nursery needs, though, but I’m working on it. I’ll—”


She broke off abruptly upon seeing the startled look on her friend’s face. “Not your kind of nursery, Sage. Flowers. Shrubs. Grass seed.”


“Oh. Of course. I have babies on the brain.” She paused, then added, “That said, if you’re interested in a local source for my kind of nursery …”


“I own the only pub in town,” Shannon pointed out. “My cup runneth over with local sources offering to fill that particular need.”


Not that she ever took them up on the offers. Shannon wasn’t one to sleep around, and she couldn’t in good conscience begin a relationship with a man when reality meant she might have to pick up and leave town at a moment’s notice. Walking away from things like houses or businesses was one thing; doing it to a man she cared about enough to sleep with was something else entirely.


“I know you get hit on all the time. I’ve watched it happen when Colt and I are at Murphy’s. Besides, men are suckers for big brown soulful eyes. But Colt has a friend—”


Shannon rolled her eyes. “So back to color choice?”


“I suggest you go with the spicy red. This is such a darling house, and I think red adds an air of romance.”


Romance. Hmm. Shannon eyed the cottage with the word in mind. Sage was right. With all the gingerbread painted red, and with the right shutters, it could look like a valentine. “I could add a few cutesy heart touches to drive the point home. I hadn’t thought of that.”


Just showed how far away any idea of romance was from her thoughts.


“That would be darling. You could come up with a name for the house … Love-something Cottage.”


A name popped into Shannon’s brain like an angel’s whisper. Heartsong Cottage.


“I like it,” she murmured. In her mind’s eye, she saw a heart-shaped address sign hanging from an iron bracket. The theme fit perfectly with the red, white, and black color scheme she’d been considering for the kitchen. She would redesign the mosaic tile backsplash she had planned. Do something with hearts. “It’s a great idea. It will give me something to market. You’re a genius, Sage.”


“Thank you. As a reward for my brilliance, I think I’ll have another cookie. If ever a woman needs to indulge herself, it’s in the last few days of pregnancy.” As Sage chose another pinwheel from the plate, motion across the street caught her attention. “Speaking of romance … did I hear correctly that you threw that pair out of Murphy’s last night because they were indulging in an overly enthusiastic PDA?”


The pair to whom she referred was Gabi Romano, gorgeous in a feminine green sundress, and her fiancé, Flynn Brogan, who wore faded jeans, a blue chambray shirt, and the air of a happy man.


“I don’t know that I’d term that particular public display of affection as ‘overly enthusiastic,’” Shannon replied with a smirk. “I’d go for ‘toe-curling.’ Maybe even ‘combustible.’ But the couple in question involved a different tall, dark Romano. Not Gabi, but Lucca. He was extremely happy when the Rockies won the game in extra innings, and he displayed said happiness by kissing his wife. And kissing her. And kissing her.”


Amusement lit Sage’s eyes and she clapped her hand against her breast in exaggerated drama. “You threw our kindergarten teacher out of the pub?”


“Not because of the kiss. I told him he had to leave because his mother called looking for one of her boys. She had a broken pipe at Aspenglow Place and needed help.”


“Ah.”


Flynn spied them and waved, then gave Gabi’s hand a tug and the pair crossed the street.


Gabi was on a phone call, and as they approached, Shannon heard her say, “I know, Mom. It’ll be okay. I promise. The world won’t end if one of my cousins can’t make it to the wedding. Now, if one of my brothers comes down with chicken pox during this next week, it’ll be another story. You quit worrying and enjoy your lunch. Tell Celeste I said hi. I’ll see you both at the community center at two.”


She ended the call and dropped her phone into the straw purse hanging at her side. She greeted her friends, her gaze lingering on Sage’s stomach. She sadly shook her head. “Sage Rafferty, you’d better get a move on or I’m going to lose the baby pool.”


“You picked today, too?” Shannon asked. “I have eleven o’clock tonight.”


“Yes. Six P.M., seven pounds, three ounces.”


“I’m already out of the hunt.” Flynn shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “I picked last week.”


Sage sighed dramatically. “I like the way you think, Flynn. My fear is that Colt will be the one who guessed correctly. He bet on your wedding day.”


“Now, that’s just mean.” Gabi gave Sage’s hand a sympathetic squeeze.


“Speaking of weddings,” Shannon said. “How are things going? Is everything close to being ready?”


“We’re getting there. We have a few last details to wrap up about the reception and one last meeting with the florist later today. Guests start arriving on Wednesday.”


“Except for the cousin with chicken pox,” Flynn observed.


“That’s a disappointment,” Gabi admitted. “Mom is freaking out about it. She’s afraid the whole family will begin spotting up like kindergarteners. Although, come to think of it, the cancellation does free up a room at Angel’s Rest.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a leather planner and pencil. She flipped through the pages. “Hmm … maybe we could shift the Wilsons to her room, the Camerons to the Wilsons’, and get Daniel Garrett off the sofa at my brother’s house.”


“Daniel’s on the sofa at Lucca and Hope’s?” Flynn asked. “I thought your mother saved a room for him at her B and B.”


“She did, but he refused it. Said to give the rooms to families and couples.”


“Daniel is good people,” Flynn observed.


“He’d better not weenie out of coming to the wedding,” Gabi said. “He’d planned to visit last spring, but couldn’t get away. Hope is worried about him. She says he works all the time.”


“If Daniel said he’ll be here, he will be here,” Flynn said. “He’s a man of his word.”


Shannon tried to recall what gossip she’d heard about the Romano family’s friend. She knew that he was the private investigator who brought Hope’s kidnapped daughter home to her, but there was something else. “What’s the deal with him? Some sort of tragedy? His wife died?”


“Not just his wife,” Sage explained. “It’s the most awful thing imaginable. Years ago, his young son was abducted and murdered by a stranger. It destroyed Daniel’s wife. She committed suicide a few months later.”


Shannon covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, that is horrible. I never heard the details.”


“It’s the saddest thing.” Sage wrapped protective arms around the child she carried. “Just breaks your heart.”


“Did they catch the person who did it?”


“It took a few years, but yes, they got him,” Gabi said. “Daniel was a police detective when it happened. He went private, and now he runs his own agency and specializes in child abduction cases.”


“That has to be tough work,” Shannon said.
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