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


After another lonely Valentine’s Day, Gabi Romano trades mountain snowfall for sunshine and sand at a luxurious Caribbean getaway. There she discovers a hidden talent for creating fine art glass. She also meets Flynn Brogan, the sexy caretaker next door who brings her fantasies to life. But when violence interrupts their romantic interlude, she learns that Flynn is living a lie. Heartsick, she decides to concentrate on her craft. Playing with fire is safer than loving a man like Flynn.


Flynn is determined to make things right with Gabi – until his enemies interfere. Now damaged and driven by a need he cannot define, he seeks out Gabi’s Colorado community, hoping for reconciliation and some peace. But he never imagined a place like Eternity Springs, where lives are changed, second chances are given, and the possibility exists for two wounded souls to find their way home . . . to each other.




Family is my heart.
For John and Kim.
I wish you much happiness in your marriage.


And to Nicole Burnham, Mary Dickerson,
Christina Dodd, and Susan Sizemore.
Friends like you are the real magic
of Eternity Springs.
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Valentine’s Day Eternity Springs, Colorado


“I’ve never seen so many hot men in one room at the same time,” Gabriella Romano muttered over her champagne glass. Wasn’t it just her luck that they were all either married or related to her?


Earlier today, her brother Lucca had married the love of his life, Hope Montgomery, and now their wedding reception was in full swing at the new event center at Angel’s Rest Healing Center and Spa. Gabi was thrilled for her brother and his wife and the new family they’d formed. Hope’s daughter, Holly, was a sweetheart, and with a new baby due to arrive this summer, Lucca’s world was as bright as sunshine atop snowy Murphy Mountain.


Gabi just wished that Lucca’s happiness didn’t make her so aware of her own world’s gray skies.


A wave of melancholy rolled over her as the music switched to something slow and romantic, and guests paired off with their spouses and significant others. Gabi watched her brother Zach give his wife, Savannah, a twirl. She sighed when sexy Jack Davenport nibbled at his Cat’s ear and again when Cam Murphy stroked a finger down the path of his Sarah’s spine as they swayed with the music. When Richard Steele let his hand slide south of her mother’s hip, Gabi turned away and gazed out at the snow-covered grounds of Angel’s Rest standing silvered in moonlight. I’m a wallflower. “Maybe I should draw a big W on my forehead.”


“W for what?” her brother Max asked, his green eyes dancing with amusement as he moved to stand beside her. “Whiner?”


She shot him a glare. “I don’t whine.”


He arched a cynical brow but wisely remained silent. Gabi’s scowl deepened for a long moment before she relented. “Do I whine?”


“Not usually. Lately . . .” He shrugged. “You’re obviously unhappy, Gabriella.”


“Not unhappy, Massimo,” she said defensively. “I’m . . . drifting.”


Since leaving the sheriff’s department last fall, she’d helped with her mother’s project—turning a dilapidated old house into Aspenglow Place Bed and Breakfast. The B&B had opened for guests two weeks ago, and Maggie Romano had the running of her new business well in hand. “I need a job.”


“So you’ve definitely decided not to work with Mom at Aspenglow?”


“I’m not cut out to be an innkeeper.”


Max grabbed two flutes of champagne from a passing waiter and handed one to his sister. “Lucca says you’ve been out of sorts since you resigned from the sheriff’s department. Why don’t you go back?”


“No,” she swiftly replied.


Max sipped his champagne and studied her. “You know, honey, there’s a reason most departments require an officer to see a counselor after a shooting. I know Zach said his department would pay—”


“No.” Gabi cut him off. “I’m not against further counseling, and I promised him I’d see someone if I thought I needed it.”


“But—”


“That’s not the problem, Max. I have no regrets about killing Francine Vaughan.” The memory of that moment flashed through her mind, and she repressed a reflexive shudder before continuing, “Killing her saved Zach’s life, and that’s the best thing I’ve ever done. But I don’t want to carry a weapon anymore. It’s as simple as that.”


“I hate to see you give law enforcement up for good, honey. I remember how you stood up to Dad when he disagreed with your decision to become a cop. You fought hard for what you wanted. You always do. You know, there are jobs in the field that don’t require you to carry a weapon.”


That much was true. “Eternity Springs isn’t London. Our police carry guns.”


“Maybe it’s time you come back to Denver.”


“Maybe,” she said, the word rife with doubt.


Max’s expression clouded. “Look, honey, if you’re worried about Sobilek, you can give me the green light to have that talk I’ve been dying to have with the scum-sucking bastard. He won’t bother you. I can promise you that.”


She couldn’t help but smile. Most of the time, big brothers acting like big brothers cramped her style, but she always recognized that it demonstrated their love. “No, Max. Frank Sobilek has nothing to do with this. Maybe I did leave Denver because of him, but I stayed in Eternity Springs because of me. Besides, if I wanted to be in Denver, I wouldn’t let him stand in my way. I won’t give him that power. My broken heart has mended, and it’s stronger than ever before.”


That’s what she told herself, anyway. She wasn’t certain she’d pass a lie detector test.


She heard the sound of Nic Callahan’s laughter drifting across the room. Smiling wistfully, she observed, “I don’t think Denver is where I need to be at this point in my life. I don’t really want to leave Eternity Springs. I love it here. I love the people here.”


“Don’t you miss your friends back in Denver?”


“Friends come and go,” she said lightly, burying the twinge of pain.


“That doesn’t sound like you,” Max observed. When she didn’t respond, he added, “Speaking of friends, what’s the news about Cheryl these days? I guess she’s still jetting off to Hollywood to be interior designer to the stars?”


At the mention of Cheryl Oliver, Gabi’s heart twisted. “Yes, she’s still living in Aspen and traveling to California quite a bit.”


“Now there’s someone who never had any career doubts. Every time she came over to play with you, she’d haul in that huge bag full of furniture and accessories for your Barbie Dream House. I’m not at all surprised that she’s working for the rich and famous.”


“I don’t think Hollywood has been a good influence on her,” Gabi replied with the understatement of the day. “She does get to travel a lot, though. I got a postcard from her last week from France.”


“Maybe you should hire on as her assistant.”


“I don’t think so.” Gabi would rather work for a rattlesnake. Once upon a time, she and Cheryl had been inseparable, best friends who’d played Barbies, experimented with makeup, and crooned along to the Backstreet Boys together. Cheryl had been the sister Gabi had always wanted.


Those days were over. Their friendship was over, killed by Cheryl’s selfishness and stupidity and by Gabi’s inability to forgive such a personal betrayal.


Her gaze drifted back to the couples on the dance floor, and she changed the subject. “You’re not with anyone these days, Max. Don’t you ever get lonely?”


“Sometimes,” Max said, a shadow crossing his face. Just why the shadow, Gabi didn’t know. Of all her brothers, he was the least open about details of his private life. “Not enough to brave the Denver dating scene, though.”


“At least Denver has a dating scene.”


Max gave her a brotherly thump on the nose. “If you’re lonely here, go somewhere else. You can always move back to Eternity Springs.”


Perhaps Max was right. Perhaps it was time for a change of scenery. Gabi had never been one to sit back and wait for life to happen. She believed in being proactive. When she wanted something, she went after it.


“I want passion.”


Max winced. “Too much information, little sis.”


“Not that kind of passion. Well, okay, maybe that kind of passion, but not only that kind of passion. I want more than a relationship, and more than a job. I want a life that I’m passionate about.”


“That’s a good goal. Though it’s a little weird to be thinking about it at our brother’s wedding.”


“This is the perfect time to be thinking about it,” Gabi protested. “Look at Lucca and Hope. Don’t they inspire you? They’ve both gone through so much emotional pain and heartache, but they fought their way through it and triumphed. Now they glow. They’re euphoric. They show us what life should be.”


“For a tough broad, you are such a starry-eyed girl.”


“Bite me, brother. Look—Lucca and Hope, Zach and Savannah, and shoot, even Mom and Richard are all actively living their lives. Somewhere along the way, I quit living mine. I’ve been simply marking time. That needs to stop. I need to find my passion.”


“If you want it, you’ll find it, Gabriella. Of that, I have no doubt. You’re as hardheaded as they come.”


“You say the nicest things to me, Max,” she drawled.


“I’m about to do something nice for you.”


“Oh, yeah? What?”


“Hold on.” He set down his champagne glass on a nearby table, then moved to intercept a waiter. A moment later, he returned with two dessert plates filled with pieces of the Romano family Italian cream cake that had quickly reached legendary status in Eternity Springs.


He handed one plate toward her. Gabi eyed it wistfully. “Mom said we’re only supposed to have one piece.”


“I thought you wanted to live a little.”


“By ignoring Mom’s rules? That’s a death wish.”


Max took a big bite of cake, then tauntingly licked the tines of his fork. “Live dangerously, little sis.”


Laughing, she did so. After finishing her cake, she accepted the groom’s invitation to dance and managed to hold her melancholy at bay for the rest of the celebration. But later, as yet another Valentine’s Day drew to a lonely close, she crawled into bed with a paperback that couldn’t hold her interest because her thoughts kept drifting back to the wedding reception and her big revelation.


It was time to live. Time to search for her passion. How? Where? What could she do to get the ball rolling?


Maybe she should begin with baby steps—get out of town, do something fun and spur-of-the-moment. Unfortunately, the sad state of her bank account limited her options. What she needed was another gig like the one she’d had last fall for the Thurstons, the über-wealthy owners of a vacation house outside of Eternity Springs who had taken her along on their Mediterranean vacation to babysit their beloved dog. A girl could do a lot of thinking while walking a dog along a beautiful beach.


One sleepless hour and then two ticked by, and the thought wouldn’t leave her alone. When she finally fell asleep, she dreamed she was in line for an adventure ride at an amusement park.


First thing the following morning, she looked up the phone number for the Thurstons and made the call. The Thurstons didn’t need her, but they had friends who had friends who were desperate for a caretaker for their four-month-old puppy.


By the end of the week, Gabi was boarding a plane in Gunnison. Thirty-six hours of bumpy flights, boring layovers, and a harrowing boat ride later, she arrived at her home away from home, a small, sparsely populated Caribbean island named Bella Vita Isle.


After meeting her employers, the Fontanas, and her charge, a Newfoundland puppy with a solid black coat and a playful disposition named Bismarck, she explored the house where she’d be staying for the next four months and had to pinch herself to be sure this wasn’t just a fantasy. Oceanfront view? A swimming pool? An electric massage chair in her bedroom?


Paradise wasn’t lost. She’d found it on Bella Vita Isle.


Flynn Seagraves glanced up from the legal document he was reading and smiled when Matthew Wharton stepped into his office. The silver-haired barrister had abandoned his usual Brooks Brothers look for island wear. “That’s some shirt you’re wearing, my friend.”


“Margaret bought it at the market in town yesterday. She said I should wear more red, orange, and yellow, but I think it’s a bit bright for me.”


“Not at all,” Flynn replied. Then he pulled a pair of sunglasses from his desk drawer and put them on.


“Very funny,” Matthew said as he took a seat across from Flynn. “She asked me to tell you that if you want your morning swim, you should do it now. She doesn’t want to try to cook tomorrow since we’ll be heading back to Miami early, so she’s decided you need a full breakfast today. Can’t have you wasting away, you know.”


“Not a chance of that. Have you seen all the meals she’s put into my freezer?”


“She thinks you need to gain back those ten pounds you’ve lost.” Matthew frowned and patted his bulging stomach. “And she wishes I could give them to you. She doesn’t cook like that for me anymore. I’ve been put on notice that carbs are not in my future.”


Flynn returned the sunglasses to his drawer, grinning at his friend’s glum tone. “Why don’t you leave her here when you go? I’ll take good care of her.”


“In your dreams, boss.” The lawyer buffed his nails on his shoulder. “She wouldn’t leave me for you. If you were short and pudgy with a receding hairline, I might worry, but she’s not impressed by rich pretty boys.”


“Just my luck,” Flynn said as he flipped to the last page of the document. “Women like Margaret are few and far between.” He’d learned that lesson from bitter experience.


“Do you have any questions?” Wharton asked, nodding toward the papers, his tone shifting to business. Serious business.


“No. It’s straightforward and clear.”


“And final. And unnecessary.”


Matthew appeared ready to ramp up his arguments yet again, despite the fact that they’d already been over this a dozen times before. Flynn headed him off by picking up a pen and signing the top sheet of a stack of paper. “It’s what I need to do.”


Matthew set his teeth but didn’t comment further as Flynn worked his way through the rest of the documents Wharton had prepared. When they were all done, Flynn returned them to a file folder and handed it over to his attorney. “I need a new start, Matthew. I know it’s symbolic, but symbolism matters.”


“So do patents. You are walking away from so much.”


“I walked,” Flynn corrected, gesturing toward the file folder. “Past tense. It’s official now, right?”


“I have to file the paperwork, but yes.”


Conflicting emotions swirled through Flynn. He was both happy and sad, relieved and disturbed and regretful. Of course, that seemed to be his default these days. “Flynn Brogan,” he said, testing his new name aloud. “My mother’s father would be proud that I’ve taken his name. He told me one time that one of his biggest regrets was that since he’d fathered only girls, the name would die out.”


“From what you’ve told me about the old Irishman, he’d kick your daddy’s ass for his actions these past few months. But back to those patents . . .”


“No longer my property. It’s okay, Matthew. This is the way I wanted it. Don’t worry so much.”


“After the past three years, it’s a habit.” His attorney and friend shook his head. “You do know that selling your company and changing your name won’t keep the vultures away. They’ll track you down.”


“I expect they will, but now that I’m living on the island, it won’t be easy for them. Plus, I’m determined to be boring. They’ll lose interest, and pretty soon I’ll be old news.”


“I swear, the worship of celebrity in this world is a disease.”


“Look on the bright side,” Flynn advised. “If not for my celebrity status, you wouldn’t have an open invitation to visit my island paradise anytime you’d like. Now, I’d better hit the pool so I have a big enough appetite to do Margaret’s efforts justice. Want to join me?”


“Are you kidding?” Matthew looked appalled. “If I exercised, I might lose my pudginess, and my bride might take a second look at you.”


“Damn. You saw through me.” Flynn pushed away from his desk and stood. “How long do I have?”


“Forty-five minutes, I’d say. Maybe an hour. She’s still whipping up her famous breakfast casserole, and it has to bake. She’s also making homemade biscuits to go with it, fruit salad, freshly squeezed orange juice, and who knows what else.”


“In that case I’ll swim an extra couple of laps.”


Flynn took the stairs two at a time to reach the master suite, sparing only a glance for the spectacular ocean view out the west-facing window. Despite all of the banter with his attorney and friend, today’s actions weighed upon him. He’d worked hard to build Seagraves-Laraby, and he was proud of what he’d accomplished. Cutting those ties hadn’t been easy. A man didn’t turn his back on his very identity without acquiring a bruise or two.


He changed into his swim trunks, looking forward to the distraction of a good hard swim and a hearty breakfast. He exited the suite by way of the iron spiral staircase that led down from his bedroom verandah. A dozen varieties of tropical flowers perfumed the air, and thick green grass provided a soft path for his bare feet as he crossed the lawn toward the pool. There he discovered a couple of trespassers—two large lizards swimming in the water along with leaves and flower petals that had blown in during last night’s storm. He retrieved the skimmer pole from the storage shed and set about cleaning his pool.


His thoughts returned to the stack of documents and contracts he’d handed to his attorney this morning, and with his focus on paperwork, he didn’t immediately notice the noise. However, the movement caught his attention.


A fluffy black dog dashed through the evergreen hedge at the far side of the yard just as Flynn scooped a lizard into his net. The small dog—no, a large puppy—spied him and altered his course, heading directly toward Flynn, yapping all the way. Flynn started to grin at the puppy when another figure fought through the hedge. He instantly went on guard.


The woman was beautiful. Supermodel tall, tanned, and nicely curved, she wore a yellow bikini top, jean shorts, and flip-flops adorned with sunflowers. She had her dark hair in a ponytail pulled through the back of a Colorado Rockies baseball cap. She did not have a camera in her hands or hanging around her neck, but experience had taught him that didn’t mean a damned thing.


“Bismarck! Get back here,” the woman called as she plucked leaves from her ponytail. “You can’t just . . . Oh.” Her gaze meeting Flynn’s, she flashed an apologetic smile. “I’m so sorry. Bismarck and I are still establishing who the alpha is in our little pack.”


The dog dashed up to Flynn, then plopped down at his feet. The woman scowled down at the puppy, who studiously ignored her. “It’s only been two days. It’s bound to get better.” Then she extended a hand toward Flynn. “I’m Gabriella Romano—Gabi. I’ll be pet-sitting next door for the next few months while the Fontanas are on an extended vacation.” Her lips twisted as she added, “Bismarck wasn’t invited to tag along. I can’t imagine why.”


His neighbors were named Fontana, although he had yet to meet them. Maybe she wasn’t a paparazzo after all. Maybe.


“I’m Flynn.” He shook her hand, then spoke his new name publicly for the first time. “Flynn Brogan.”


It sounded good, he decided. Not weird at all. An underlying tension about his decision to change his name dissipated. He had done the right thing.


“Nice to meet you, Flynn. Do you service next door, too?”


He blinked. “Excuse me?”


She closed her eyes and her cheeks stained pink. “Oh, jeez. That didn’t come out the way I intended. Pool service. Are you the pool guy for next door, too? The Fontanas didn’t leave me a number for the pool service they use, and I need help. There is something growing in the water, which totally stinks because I wanted to swim this morning. Once I got a good look at the pool . . .” She frowned and shook her head, sending her ponytail swinging. “It’s nasty. I’ve never owned a pool, so I’m not sure what it needs.”


She thinks I’m the pool boy. If Flynn had been 100 percent certain that this wasn’t a setup, he’d enjoy this exchange a lot more. “I’m afraid I don’t clean the Fontanas’ pool.”


“Oh. Well, I’ll figure it out. I’m resourceful.” Then she stared down at the dog and sighed. “Except when it comes to a certain Newfoundland puppy, I guess.”


“He’s a Newfie? I think of Newfs as cold weather dogs.”


“Yes. Well.” Her lips twisted in a rueful smile. “Don’t get me started. He sheds everywhere. He jumps on everything. He barks constantly and chases and nips at everything that moves. He’s as stubborn as my brother Max, and believe me, that’s saying a lot.”


“Love your job, do you?”


“I sound awful, don’t I? I do love animals, dogs in particular, and he’s a sweet little guy, honestly—for about five minutes every hour. We’re in an adjustment period. He’s a puppy being a puppy. I’m sure it will get better.”


She reached beneath the lounge chair for the dog, but before she could grab hold of him, he scooted out the other side. With that, he was off the way he’d come. She darted after him. “Bismarck!”


Flynn should have set down the pool skimmer and attempted to help, but two things prevented it. First, while he tended to think otherwise, the dogsitter thing could be a ploy. Second, and of more immediate concern, he couldn’t drag his gaze away from the lovely sight of a scantily dressed, long-legged beauty racing across his lawn.


The dog darted back through the hedge, and before she dashed after him, Gabriella Romano paused and waved. “Nice to meet you, Flynn. I’ll be seeing you around.”


Flynn watched her disappear into the hedge, her voice bellowing out, “Bismarck!” He set down the pool skimmer and prepared to dive into his pool, a hint of a smile playing on his lips.


Gabriella Romano. Dogsitter or snoop?


It served his best interests to find out. He imagined he could discover everything he needed to know in five minutes on the Internet followed up by a couple of phone calls. But where was the challenge in that? Flynn was a sucker for puzzles, and one had just blasted through his hedge.


As he executed a sleek racing dive into the deep end of the pool, Flynn decided that putting the pieces together just might be the most fun he’d had in months.
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Once Bismarck collapsed into sleep on his bed, Gabi spent time on the Internet, continuing her reading on the Newfoundland breed of dogs and developing a plan for how to best care for the puppy. She had already ordered half a dozen books on dog training, two on dog grooming, and a variety of chews, toys, and treats—all on the Fontanas’ dime—and they should be arriving any day now. However after this morning’s adventure, she decided she needed more immediate help, so she placed a call to Eternity Springs seeking advice from her favorite veterinarian, Nic Callahan.


After the two women exchanged greetings, Gabi explained the reason behind her call. “I’ve never tried to train a puppy, especially not a high-strung, purebred one. I’m afraid I’m in over my head.”


“Nonsense,” Nic responded. “You’ll do fine. I’m not so sure about his owners. What were they thinking? You don’t get a puppy, then leave it alone for months.”


Gabi had a list of unflattering comments she could make about her employers’ behavior where Bismarck was concerned, but she refrained from voicing them. After all, they’d given her the opportunity to spend four months living in paradise. She owed them some loyalty. “I want them to come home to a well-behaved dog. Except for housebreaking, he’s had no training whatsoever. I’m not entirely sure where to start. I’ve ordered books.” She listed the titles, then added, “Do you have any more to suggest? Any other guidance?”


Nic thought a moment, then gave Gabi the address of a website to read. “It’s full of excellent information. Between it and your books, you should have everything you need. My best piece of advice is to be consistent. That, and to be sure to keep Bismarck clipped. He’s not suited for the Caribbean heat, poor thing.”


“Will do.”


They discussed the puppy for a few more minutes, and Nic insisted that Gabi feel free to contact her anytime with questions. Then she changed the subject. “So, tell me about Bella Vita Isle. Is it paradise? Are all the beaches filled with Latin gods wearing tiny little bathing suits?”


“I haven’t seen all the beaches yet, and I don’t think he’s Latin, but the guy who cleans the pool next door is worthy of a fantasy or twelve,” Gabi replied, her thoughts wandering back to Flynn Brogan.


“Oh, yeah? Dish.”


Gabi explained about Bismarck’s dash for freedom and the studly surprise she’d found on the opposite side of the hedge, adding, “The man is ripped. Flat belly, shoulders a mile wide, biceps you can’t miss. He’s gorgeous, too, with a long, angular face and sun-streaked, beach-boy hair that he wears just a little long.”


“Really, now?” Nic said, drawling the words. “What color eyes?”


“I don’t know. I wasn’t close enough to see them, and besides, I had a horrible time pulling my gaze away from his six-pack.”


Nic laughed at the picture Gabi painted, then teased, “Who knows? Maybe you just met the love of your life. Lucca met Hope because of a dog. Maybe it’s a Romano thing.”


“I’m not looking for the love of my life on Bella Vita Isle. Though I wouldn’t be opposed to a summer romance.” She paused, recalling how Flynn Brogan had looked during that last peek she’d taken of him through the hedge as he worked the long pole with a skimmer net attached. A grin flirted at her lips as she added, “Actually, I might relax my position against one-night stands if Mr. Six-Pack Cabana Boy is part of the equation. He appeared to be quite the expert using his . . . pole.”


Nic snorted, then said, “Wait one minute. It’s February. There’s three feet of new snow on the ground, and the thermometer hasn’t topped fifteen in a week. Is this your way of bragging about the weather in the islands?”


“If I were bragging, I’d tell you that it’s eighty-seven degrees and sunny here.”


“I hate you.”


“Then my work here is done.”


“Of course, you do have an untrained, high-maintenance puppy to watch over. I suspect that getting my twins into snow gear might be an easier proposition.”


The two women spoke a few more minutes, and Nic offered one last bit of guidance about the dog before ending the call. “Bismarck will be much easier to manage if you give him plenty of exercise. Walk him all over that island and you’ll both be happier. Let him play in the surf, too. Newfies are water dogs, excellent swimmers. Wear him out, and he won’t wear you out.”


“Thanks, Nic. I’ll take your advice to heart.”


Gabi did just that. She changed into sneakers, and when the puppy awoke and started wandering, she grabbed a leash and the grocery list she’d made that morning, and they headed out.


Bella Vita Isle was shaped like a boomerang, ten miles long and six miles across at its widest point. Her employers’ estate, Palmetto House, occupied five acres at the southern end of the island. The island’s only town, Corazón, sat at the inner bend of the boomerang, protected by a ridge that showed the island’s volcanic origins, approximately seven miles from Palmetto House. For transportation, Gabi had the use of a bicycle, a scooter, a four-wheel-drive utility vehicle, and a BMW convertible.


At the key rack, Gabi didn’t hesitate. To Bismarck, she said, “I’ve never driven a Beemer before. Let’s grocery shop in style, shall we?”


She put the top down on the car, buckled Bismarck into the doggie seat belt harness, slipped on her shades, and headed into town.


Too bad Bella Vita didn’t have a road that wound along a hillside, she thought as she zipped the powerful car along the winding road. She could wear a silk neck scarf and pink lipstick like Grace Kelly in To Catch a Thief. Except she wasn’t blond, pink was not a good color for her, and her picnic companion was a Newfoundland puppy rather than Cary Grant. Bismarck was cute, but she didn’t want him grabbing her scarf to pull her into a searing kiss.


Now, the pool boy was another matter entirely.


She allowed herself a moment to fantasize, then shook off the image, downshifted, and punched the gas. Knowing her luck, she’d have an Isadora Duncan moment, and the scarf would get caught in the rear wheel and snap her neck.


Upon arriving in Corazón, she found a parking place on Bay Street in front of the bank, and a short distance away from the open-air market that served as the island’s primary retail sales area. This was only her second visit to town since arriving on the island a week ago, and even though the setting and style of the little town were totally different from Eternity Springs, the similarities were striking.


Like in Eternity Springs, the tourist trade contributed to Corazón’s economy. It wasn’t a port of call for cruise ships, but the harbor saw the arrival of a steady stream of private sailing vessels. A coral reef just offshore attracted divers, and the deep blue water off the eastern bank teemed with fish that lured sports fishermen from better-known destinations.


Yet the town had only one inn, two restaurants, and a permanent population of under a thousand. The majority of the residents had lived in Corazón all their lives, and they made their living doing a hodgepodge of jobs—as did many of the residents of Eternity Springs. Moneyed people built oceanfront estates just like they built mountain mansions back home, providing jobs and a nice boost to the island economy.


Gabi decided she was going to love it here on Bella Vita Isle. It was the perfect escape. “And I don’t have to think too hard about the future when my present is something out of an old movie.”


She released Bismarck from his harness and fastened his leash to his collar, then the pair headed for the market.


It was a gaudy assembly of colors, scents, and sounds that catered to both the tourist trade and the needs of local residents. Stalls offered fresh fruits and vegetables, baked goods, and local delicacies for sale, along with straw hats and baskets, carved wood, jewelry, beach towels, and a variety of other items. The energy in the air put some pep in Gabi’s step and a smile on her face. Even Bismarck seemed happy, sniffing his way from stall to stall and basking in the attention paid to him by the vendors and customers alike. Nic was right—activity seemed to agree with him.


On Gabi’s previous market visit, she’d breezed from stall to stall picking up necessities. She hadn’t taken time to explore. Today, though, she had all afternoon . . . and a puppy to wear out. She wandered, buying a gorgeous straw basket to carry her purchases, choosing fruits, a shell bracelet, pastries that made her mouth water, and a lemon-yellow cotton scarf. Grinning, she wrapped it around her neck, gave her hair a Sophia Loren toss, and turned around.


And bumped into Flynn Brogan.


“Oh,” she said as his hands came up to steady her. She looked up into his eyes, and it struck her that she really was looking up at him. Since she was tall herself—five nine and a half—that didn’t always happen. And the eyes that she looked up into were . . . wow. How best to describe them? Stunning? Piercing? Intense?


She had blue eyes, but his were blue. Not just one shade of blue, either, but a swirl of shades that reminded her of the stretch of ocean between Bella Vita Isle and Nassau where the turquoise waters fell into a deep, fathomless blue.


“Where’s your camera?”


It took a couple of beats for his question to filter through her lost-in-a-blue-eyed-hottie haze. Her camera? Good idea. The girls at home would appreciate photos of the pool guy. She grinned at the idea, then asked, “What? Do you think I’m a paparazzo come to stalk the rich and famous on Bella Vita Isle?”


Those gorgeous eyes narrowed. “Are you?”


She laughed. “Yeah. Me and Bismarck. We like to sneak up on unsuspecting celebrities.”


The expression on his face changed, and she’d have palm-slapped her head had her arms not been full. “Oh, wait. You work for a celebrity, don’t you?” she babbled. “The Fontanas told me that a country music star built Tradewinds for his parents. So I guess you actually work for a celebrity’s parents. That’s close enough, and I shouldn’t tease. No, I’m just a dogsitter.”


Judging by the stiffness in his stance, she thought, the jury was still out, so she added, “I’m afraid I’d be a total failure as a paparazzo. I wouldn’t recognize most celebrities even if they bumped into my shopping cart at the grocery store. I don’t pay attention to that whole nonsense.”


“Photographers use some sneaky ways to gain access to private property around here,” he said. “Do you know the Wayfarer estate at the other end of the island? The paparazzi have been a problem there ever since—” He paused, glanced around, then lowered his voice and murmured a Hollywood power couple’s name. “They vacationed there last fall. Rumor is that they might be coming back.”


Now it was Gabi’s turn to shrug. “Frankly, I’m not impressed by celebrity. Singers and sports studs and movie stars are just people as far as I’m concerned. True heroes are cops and firefighters and other first responders who go to work and put their lives on the line each day, and the teachers and doctors and clergymen who make a significant difference in the lives of others.”


Flynn relaxed, and the suspicion melted from those spectacular eyes. She almost got sucked back into a hormone haze before he grounded her by asking, “Have an opinion about that, do you?”


“I do,” she said. “Maybe it’s because two of my brothers have been minor celebrities. They both played NBA basketball, and one of them now coaches in the collegiate ranks. They’re good guys, don’t get me wrong, but my brother who is a sheriff is more deserving of attention and adulation. So you don’t have to worry about me stalking Tradewinds unless Bismarck has gone on the lam again.”


His mouth lifted in a slow grin. “I like your style, Gabi Romano.”


“Thank you.” She returned the smile until his gaze dropped to the fruit-filled basket she held tucked against her breast.


His eyes gleamed. “So, you and Bismarck are out doing some shopping, are you? Nice melons you have there.”


Gabi followed the path of his stare to the pair of admittedly large mangoes nestled against a bunch of bananas. Very funny, Captain Obvious. “They’re mangoes. Mangoes aren’t melons.”


His lips stretched in a slow, wicked smile full of straight white teeth that brought out the laugh lines at the corners of those mesmerizing eyes. “My bad.”


Behind the shield of her sunglasses’ dark lenses, she rolled her eyes before giving him a lingering once-over. Her stomach tightened in response.


He was incredibly sexy, with a light stubble on his strong chin and jaw. His broad shoulders and wide chest filled out a Manchester United T-shirt that hung loose over his flat belly. He wore navy board shorts and worn leather sandals that looked like they might blow a strap at any time. Gabi smothered a sigh. That grin. Those eyes. Yes, I’ll bet you’re bad. And to my shame, I’d love to discover just how bad you can be.


“What makes a melon a melon and not just any old fruit, anyway?” he asked as he hunkered down and scratched Bismarck behind his ears.


As the puppy preened, Gabi considered the question. “Well, melons grow on vines.”


“Grapes grow on vines. They’re not melons. Blackberries aren’t melons.”


“True. I guess I don’t know what makes a melon a melon, and frankly, I don’t care.”


That didn’t appear to matter to the man one bit, because he continued, “Fruits are the matured ovaries of plants. Technically, tomatoes are fruit. So are almonds. Chestnuts, on the other hand, are seeds.”


“Who are you, Barney Botanist?”


He stood. “I’m Flynn Brogan. We met this morning. Remember?”


“Very funny. If you know about plant ovaries, you should know what makes a melon a melon.”


“I know. I’m rather embarrassed about that gap in my education,” he confessed, and managed to sound sincere and look just a little sheepish while doing so.


The fact that someone this good-looking could be anything less than smooth appealed to Gabi. So did the evidence that the hunk apparently had a little bit of nerd thrown in. Pretty boys were nice to look at, but brains attracted her most of all. Just because he made his living as a pool boy on a tropical island didn’t mean he didn’t have smarts.


“All right, professor. Fruit me this one.” She reached beneath the bananas and pulled out a wrinkled yellow fruit. “Is it a fruit? Vegetable? Seed? Melon? What is this? The woman at the fruit stand didn’t speak English, and I don’t know enough Spanish to comprehend what she said. I thought it looked interesting, so I decided to give it a try, but I’m not sure what to do with it.”


Those Caribbean-blue eyes lit with interest. “So, you’re culinarily adventurous? What’s the most exotic food you’ve ever eaten?”


“Hmm . . .” Gabi folded her arms, tapped her finger against her lips, and considered a moment before saying, “Dorm cafeteria food.”


He laughed, then gestured toward the section of the market where meats were offered for sale. “Have you ever tried iguana?”


“Depends on your definition of ‘tried.’ I did date a lizard for a while.”


“Bitter, hmm?” he asked, his lips twitching.


“Turned rancid very fast.”


“It hasn’t turned you off adventurous dining, has it?”


Gabi’s spirit was dancing. She hadn’t flirted like this in a long time, and she was enjoying herself. That said, she didn’t want to give the wrong impression. She shrugged and said, “Not turned off. Cautious, I’d say.”


“There’s nothing wrong with cautious.” Flynn reached out and plucked the fruit from her hand. “This is a good place to start. You really don’t know what this is?”


“No.”


His gaze remained locked on hers, his lips lifted in a grin, as he tossed the fruit up like a juggler’s ball and caught it once, twice, three times. Just as Bismarck leapt to his feet apparently ready to chase, Brogan fired out a stream of Spanish she couldn’t translate and pitched the fruit to a woodworking vendor two stalls away. The man laughed as he caught it and replied in a fast stream of Spanish. He set the fruit on a table, picked up a cleaver, and whacked it in two.


Flynn showed her that wicked grin again, and Gabi recognized that she hadn’t experienced this little hum of attraction in a very long time. Not since Frank, the lying, cheating, pond-scum bastard.


A woman in another stall joined the conversation, and Flynn went over to her booth and accepted the white plastic spoon she offered. He picked up the sliced fruit and sauntered back toward Gabi and the dog.


“No,” he said in a stern, firm tone to Bismarck.


To Gabi’s surprise, Bismarck sat. Brogan displayed the inside of the fruit. Gabi pursed her lips. It was yellow and slimy and seedy—not at all appealing. “Kind of makes me think about the first person who ate an egg,” she observed. “Why would you try it?”


“Hunger,” he replied.


The sound of the word on his tongue caused Gabi to shiver a little. He dipped the spoon into the slime, then held it up for her to taste. “Now, Gabriella, let me teach you about passion—”


Passion!


“—fruit.”


Oh. Passion fruit. “This is passion fruit? I know passion fruit. Though I’ve only had it in juices. You eat the slime?”


“Yes. But I suggest you don’t bite the seeds. They’re bitter. Let it all play on your tongue, then slide down your throat.”


“They look like tadpole eggs to me.”


“You’ve eaten tadpole eggs?”


“Ick. No.” Gabi closed her mouth around the spoon and tried the pulp. Flavor exploded on her tongue. Sweet, with a hint of bitter, fresh, tropical, and citrusy. A bigger flavor than what she was accustomed to from juice. She savored, then swallowed. “Yum. Okay, that was really good.”


“Glad you like it.” He offered her the second half. “Passion fruit is a favorite of mine.”


“In that case, why don’t you enjoy the second piece? I think I’ll go back to the fruit stand and buy some more.”


“Thank you. I will. And you should definitely buy more. A person can never have enough passion . . .” He winked at her. “. . . fruit. Now, I’d better finish my errands. I’ll see you around, Gabriella. Maybe we can get together sometime and try some of the other delicacies Bella Vita Isle has to offer.”


He sauntered off whistling, and Gabi watched him go with a curious smile on her face. Well, now. Wasn’t that an interesting exchange, and wasn’t he an interesting combination of smooth-talking swagger and nerdy uncertainty?


She had come to the island to thaw out and do some soul-searching. Since the population of Bella Vita Isle wasn’t much bigger than that of Eternity Springs, she hadn’t counted on meeting anyone. Maybe . . .


“Hold your horses,” she muttered. “You don’t know anything about the man.” He could be married with six kids for all she knew. He could be another lying, cheating weasel.


Or he could be a nice guy who would be fun to spend some time with while she was here on the island. She didn’t know enough from two casual encounters to make the call.


She looked down at Bismarck, who was sniffing happily at a tuft of grass, and said, “We need to remember that we’re on island time. Don’t rush. Don’t worry. Be happy.” She paused and added with a touch of exasperation, “And don’t eat that beetle!”


She strolled off through the market in the opposite direction of Flynn Brogan to continue shopping, slowly, without concern, and with a light heart—the island way.


Gabi added a straw hat and a beautiful sarong in shades of orange and yellow to her purchases, and when she turned a corner to visit the next row of vendor booths, an explosion of color stopped her in her tracks.


A wide wooden beam stretched between two poles some six feet apart. Dozens of glass ornaments hung from the beam, positioned so that they caught the rays of the afternoon sun. Spheres and starfish and seahorses sparkled like jewels, drawing Gabi as though they were magnets. The colors simply took her breath away—fiery reds and icy blues and every shade in between. Gabi had always been a sucker for color, and these colors seemed to reach right inside her and grab hold of her heart.


A young man with multiple piercings and wild Rastafarian braids stood beside the display. “Hello, beautiful lady. You need a dreamweaver for your kitchen window, do you not?”


“A dreamweaver?” Gabi asked, unfamiliar with the term.


He removed a yellow starfish from the beam and handed it to her. “These are no ordinary suncatchers that simply color sunshine and make a pretty sight in your window. Our creations capture the sunlight on our beautiful island and weave it into dreams of your days spent on Bella Vita Isle. Where are you from, beautiful lady? Is it winter where you live? You must buy a dreamweaver and take our warm sunshine home with you so that on dark, dreary days you can look at it and see your dreams.”


“They’re lovely. How much . . .” She stopped as she caught sight of a sculpture on a shelf, a mermaid in shades of blue that reminded her of Flynn Brogan’s Caribbean-colored eyes. “Oh, wow. That’s gorgeous.”


“Isn’t it? It’s a new piece from Cicero.”


“It looks like it belongs in a gallery.”


“Most of his pieces are destined for galleries, but this one didn’t match his vision, so it is offered here.”


“It’s beautiful. The colors are fantastic.”


“You must buy it.” He named a price that had her eyes bulging.


“I’m afraid that’s way beyond my budget. I do love it, though. The color is just fabulous.”


“If you like the blues, you should consider this.” He pointed out a six-inch seahorse-shaped dreamweaver that hung at the far end of the display. “The colors are very similar. Blue like your eyes. Shall I wrap it up for you?”


“Not my eyes,” she murmured. Flynn Brogan’s eyes. She wanted the ornament, badly, but she’d already overspent her budget at the market today. “How much?”


He named a price, and Gabi decided to make her first stab at bargaining. She offered him half of what he’d asked. “Ah, beautiful lady. You pierce my heart with such an offer. I spent a substantial amount of time on that piece. It is no beginner glassblower’s work. Why, look at—”


“You made this?” she asked, intrigued.


“I did. I am Cicero’s apprentice, Mitch.”


“So you have a studio here on the island?”


“We do.” He folded his arms and studied her. “I see interest in your lovely eyes. Would you like to watch Cicero at work?”


“He wouldn’t mind? I would totally love that.”


“Cicero welcomes the occasional visitor, and he especially likes to display his talents to lovely women. Invitations are at my discretion, so yes, you are welcome to visit our studio.” He gave her directions to the workshop, then added, “Come next Wednesday at noon. Now, about the seahorse dreamweaver. How much did you say you’re willing to pay?”


Gabi laughed and surrendered, opening her wallet and removing the full amount. Mitch wrapped the seahorse in tissue paper, and Gabi tucked it carefully into her basket.


Ordinarily she’d make purchases like this one to give as a gift, not to keep for herself, but she’d had a visceral response to the seahorse. It was hers. Her suncatcher. Her dreamweaver. A symbol of . . . what? Adventure? A new beginning? A spring fling?


The possibilities put a spring in her step, and she gave the yellow scarf another jaunty toss. A spring fling with a pool boy?


Her brothers would have a cow.




THREE


[image: Image]


The following day Flynn delivered the Whartons to Lynden Pindling International Airport on the island of New Providence in time to catch the four o’clock shuttle to Miami. Outside the terminal, he wrapped his arms around Margaret and hugged her tight. “Are you absolutely certain I can’t convince you to leave that cranky old curmudgeon and run away with me?”


“You are a temptation, darling, but my heart belongs to Matthew.”


“I’m crushed.”


“You’ll get over it.” Matthew gave Flynn an elbow to the ribs. “Now, let go of my woman and go find your own.”


Flynn’s mouth twisted in a rueful smile. “See, I’d rather steal yours. Last time out, my own woman proved to be a disaster. I don’t trust my judgment anymore.”


“Now, Flynn.” Margaret reached up and touched his cheek. “Don’t be that way. You have excellent instincts. Listen to them. You’re starting a new chapter in your life. I have faith that it’s going to be filled with good things.”


He wanted to believe that was true, but recent events made him wary. “I don’t know, Margaret.”


“Well, I do. You have so much to give, Flynn—your brilliant mind, your generous heart. Don’t let the vultures and the naysayers and the closed-minded idiots win. Matthew always says you’re an inventor, but I know better. You’re a dreamer. Don’t give up on your dreams. Chase them. Let them grow and change and fit the man you are today. Don’t quit creating new dreams.”


Flynn recalled those words later that day as he guided his forty-two-foot Formula speedboat out of the harbor for the cruise back to Bella Vita Isle. Funny that Margaret had called him a dreamer. When he was growing up, his mother had said the same thing. You’re like me, Flynn. Just another dreamer.


His mother had been a mystery writer who sold her first book to a New York publisher when he was in sixth grade. She used to walk around the house in a daze plotting murder and mayhem. She’d died from heart disease six months before the crap hit the fan with Lisa. He’d miss her until the day he died.


“Just another dreamer,” he murmured as he gave the throttle a little bump. He used to spend days on end turning over ideas and tinkering with machines out in his father’s workshop. He’d loved losing himself in what-ifs and if-I-tried-thats. When had he quit spending time in dreams? Not in high school. He’d had a great shop teacher who had turned him on to industrial technology. Certainly not as an engineering student in college. That’s where he’d conceived the design that became his very first patent.


It wasn’t that he’d quit dreaming, he realized. He’d quit devoting time to it. After he and Will Laraby established Seagraves-Laraby Technical Solutions shortly after college, he’d gradually taken over CEO responsibilities and left development up to Will. He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed designing until he’d played with an idea he’d had for the steering system of his new sailboat.


Thinking about the boat he’d commissioned made Flynn smile. He’d been trying to come up with a name for it. Maybe he’d call it Dreamer. A man could do a lot of thinking while sailing. He tested the name, much like he had done with his own new name. “Dreamer. The Dreamer.”


Yeah. He liked the sound of that.


With the decision made, he reconsidered his current destination. Instead of returning directly to Bella Vita Isle, maybe he should pay a visit to his boatbuilder in Hope Town and check out the latest on the boat’s construction. He could have dinner at the Salvadoran restaurant his builder had introduced him to and overnight on the Formula. Or he could get a hotel room if the spirit moved. He wouldn’t mind being around people tonight—not the people of Hope Town, anyway. They didn’t read the National Enquirer or Star. At least, not that they let on, anyway.


Happy with the plan, and having reached open sea, he turned the speedboat into the wind and opened up the engines. The salty sea breeze sent his shaggy brown hair whipping around his face, so he grabbed the Georgia Tech ball cap from around the throttle and put it on backward.


He flew across the water. Speed suited him today, he recognized. The rush of the wind, the thrum of the powerful engines, and the sometimes violent lift and crash of the hull against the swells fed his mood. More symbolism, he decided. Here he was hurtling balls-out toward his new life.
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