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‘With passion, romance, and revealing moments that will touch your heart, [Emily March] takes readers on an unhurried journey where past mistakes are redeemed and a more beautiful future is forged‒one miracle at a time’ USA Today


‘Emily March’s stories are heart-wrenching and soul-satisfying. For a wonderful read, don’t miss a visit to Eternity Springs’ Lisa Kleypas


Characters you adore, a world you want to visit, and stories that tug your heartstrings. Bravo, Emily March. I love Eternity Springs’ Christina Dodd


‘Readers will be breathless as Eternity Springs works its romantic magic once again’ Publishers Weekly Starred Review






By Emily March


Eternity Springs Series
Angel’s Rest
Hummingbird Lake
Heartache Falls
Mistletoe Mine (e-novella)
Lover’s Leap
Nightingale Way







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


Twenty years ago the town bad boy, Cam Murphy, left Eternity Springs in handcuffs, riding in the back of a sheriff’s van … and breaking young Sarah Reese’s heart. The defiant teenager vowed never to return.


In Australia, Cam makes a new beginning. He builds a successful business and suffers few regrets until Sarah—and their daughter—walk into his life, and then immediately run away. Realizing it’s time to right yesterday’s wrongs, he follows Sarah home to Colorado—and turns her world upside down.


Cam wants to know his daughter. He needs to prove to Sarah, the town, and himself that he’s changed. Will the residents of Eternity Springs offer forgiveness—and will Sarah have the courage to trust this man who is asking for a second chance?






FOR NIC BURNHAM.


Thanks for everything.
I am blessed to have
you as a friend.









First love is dangerous only
when it is also the last.


—BRANISLAV NUSIC









CAMERON DANIEL MURPHY.


Sarah’s heart pounded. Her mouth went dry and her knees went weak and she thought she might hyperventilate.


Cam Murphy.


He looked … Wow … Oh, wow … He looked like he’d come straight off the cover of a paperback romance. The boy she’d known two decades ago had disappeared beneath mature muscle and suntanned skin. He was still lean, his stomach still flat, but his shoulders had broadened and he’d added definition to his abs. He wore his hair a little longer and his beard lost-my-razor-three-days-ago scruffy. The words beach bum and surfer dude and pirate sprang to mind.


But his eyes—those mesmerizing eyes—hadn’t changed. He stared at her with eyes of shades of green. Mountain eyes. Just like Lori’s.


Lori.


Sarah gasped and twisted around to look at her daughter. His daughter. Our daughter. Lori stared back at her with a question in her eyes. His eyes.


Oh, Lori. The potential consequences of this chance meeting hit Sarah like a brick.
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March
Near Cairns, Australia


“Mom! Hurry up,” Lori Reese urged, sounding more like a six-year-old than a young woman in her sophomore year of college. “We don’t want to be late!”


At the sound of her daughter’s voice, Sarah Reese rolled over in bed, buried her face in the thick, downy pillow, and contemplated taking up bank robbery in order to afford a return trip to this resort. She and Lori were nearing the end of their two-week all-expenses-paid Australian vacation, and the experience had given her a tantalizing taste of traveling in the lap of luxury.


“Ten more minutes.” This bed was heaven.


“It’s already six-fifteen.”


Their ride to the marina was scheduled to arrive at seven o’clock, and getting ready would take fifteen minutes, tops. She didn’t need to hurry. “Five more minutes.”


Indulgent frustration laced Lori’s voice. “When exactly did we switch roles? I think it must have been the first day of the trip, when you spent half of that interminable plane ride flirting with the man across the aisle.”


Sarah grinned into her pillow, then lazily rolled her head and looked at her daughter. Her heart melted with a potent combination of love and pride. Lori was a sophomore majoring in biomedical science at Texas A&M University and making excellent progress toward her goal of earning admission to A&M’s College of Veterinary Medicine. She’d worked hard to work ahead and cleared an extra ten days of spring break with her professors. At twenty, she was taller than her mother by seven inches—a fact she loved to tease five-foot-nothing Sarah about at every opportunity. She had Sarah’s high cheekbones and dark hair, and her grandmother Ellen’s sweet smile. Her eyes were a beautiful blend of shades of green. Sarah’s late father had called them mountain eyes, because her eyes were a mountainside of aspen and fir and piñon and cottonwood.


Sarah didn’t see the mountains when she looked at Lori’s eyes. She saw Cam Murphy. Her daughter had her father’s eyes. She had Cam’s height and Cam’s eyes—two distinctive characteristics that provided Sarah an unwelcome reminder of the man she’d just as soon forget.


“I wasn’t flirting with the guy across the aisle. I was just being friendly. He was the one doing all the flirting.”


“Yeah, right.” Lori’s eyes gleamed with amusement as they made an exaggerated roll. “Okay, here’s the deal. I’m going to wander over to the lobby and get two cups of coffee. If you’re not out of bed by the time I come back, I’ll drink both of them.”


Sarah scowled and grumbled, “Obviously I didn’t spank you enough when you were little.”


Lori laughed, and a moment later, Sarah heard the door to their suite softly close. She gave a wistful sigh, rolled onto her back, and sat up. Her reluctance to rise had more to do with the fact that today was the last day of their dream-of-a-lifetime vacation than with fatigue.


They’d had an absolutely, positively wonderful trip, seeing enough of the country to make them feel like they’d gotten a taste of Australia but not so much that they felt rushed. The past three nights they’d spent here at a magnificent resort on the Coral Sea, and today they’d ice their vacation cake with a catamaran trip out to the Great Barrier Reef.


Sarah stretched as she gazed out through glass-pane French doors, past the veranda, with its private spa tub, and across the golden-sand beach toward the turquoise sea. She crossed to the doors and pushed them open, then took time to count her blessings. This trip had been the grand prize in a contest sponsored by Angel’s Rest, the healing center and spa owned by her friend Celeste Blessing in the little Rocky Mountain town where they lived. Back home in Eternity Springs, snow covered the ground, and the day they’d left, the thermometer flirted with zero degrees. As the seaside breeze softly stirred, Sarah murmured, “I still can’t believe I’m here.”


She’d dreamed of visiting Australia since childhood. Back in high school, she and Cam had stretched out on a quilt up at their favorite make-out spot, Lover’s Leap, and planned how they’d backpack across Europe, explore the pyramids of Egypt, and dive the Great Barrier Reef. When life took a pair of unexpected turns their junior year, youthful dreams had faded in the face of stark, cold reality.


She wished one of those realities would hurry back with the coffee.


Sarah turned away from the breathtaking view and headed into the bathroom. When she emerged showered and dressed ten minutes later, she spied Lori seated outside on the veranda. Two cups of coffee and two huge cinnamon rolls waited on the small table between the chairs.


“You are both wonderful and wicked, my child,” Sarah told her daughter as she took her seat. “I’ll gain two pounds just looking at that roll.”


“Nah, we have a strenuous day ahead of us. We need the calories. Besides, you need to check out the competition. You might want to tweak your recipe for the cinnamon rolls you make for the Mocha Moose.”


Sarah sipped her coffee and raised her brows in disdain. “My cinnamon roll recipe doesn’t need to be tweaked, thank you very much.”


Lori tilted her head, considering, then said, “Okay, you’re right. It’s impossible to improve on perfection.”


Sarah operated Eternity Springs’s only grocery store, the Trading Post, established by her great-grandfather and run by family members ever since, but she supplemented her income by baking breads and desserts for a number of the businesses in town. She knew her way around a cake of yeast. She dipped her head in regal acceptance of her daughter’s compliment, then tore off a piece of roll and popped it into her mouth. Sweet flavor exploded on her tongue. “Yum, this is good. Could use a tiny bit more vanilla, though, I think.”


The two women shared a grin, then polished off their breakfast. Moments later, tote bags stuffed with necessities of a day on the water in hand, they exited their suite. Seeing that the tour company van had yet to arrive, Sarah lamented, “I could have had my ten minutes, after all.”


“Oh, stop it. I’m too excited to listen to you whine. Aren’t you excited?”


“Yes, I’m excited.” Sarah threaded her arm through Lori’s and squeezed. She was excited. The tour’s itinerary sounded divine. First, the catamaran would sail to a cay famous for its protected sandy lagoon, gorgeous beach, and migratory bird population. Then while Sarah snorkeled—she’d never learned to dive—Lori, who’d earned her certification while away at college, would join other tour members in a drift dive along the reef. Following a gourmet lunch and some beach time, they’d sail to the Outer Barrier Reef for more snorkeling for Sarah and a wall dive for Lori.


Diving the Great Barrier Reef. Wow. As a passenger van sporting the Adventures in Paradise Tours logo pulled into the resort’s circular drive, Sarah couldn’t help but think of Cam. She seldom allowed her mind to go there, but today, as their daughter was about to fulfill one of those Lover’s Leap dreams, she couldn’t hold back the memories.


Cameron Daniel Murphy. In so many ways, he’d been born a troubled soul. His mother had been a Cavanaugh, the darling daughter of the town’s leading family until she’d rebelled against her parents by marrying the town scoundrel, Brian Murphy. They’d disowned her, disinherited her, moved away from Eternity Springs, and died in a plane crash shortly before Cassie gave birth to Cam.


Cassie and Brian Murphy had struggled to make ends meet, and when Cassie showed up a time or two with bruises on her face, it set tongues wagging, but no one stepped in to help. Cassie died when Cam was eight years old, and Brian Murphy surrendered to alcoholism like his father had before him. It surprised no one. After all, he was a Murphy.


Cam had never stood a chance in Eternity Springs. For as long as Sarah could remember, Eternity Springs had waited with bated breath for the Murphy curse to show itself in Cam. They didn’t have to wait very long. Cam first ran afoul of the law when he spray-painted threats on the courthouse wall when he was nine, and for the next few years, he was in trouble more often than he was out of it.


But my, oh, my, he’d done it for her—long before she even knew what “it” was. As a young man he’d been as wild and beautiful as the cougars that prowled the surrounding forests. In the end, he’d proved to be much more dangerous.


Their relationship had begun innocently enough when Cam had come to her rescue up on Murphy Mountain. On a Saturday in the spring of their freshman year, while on a camping trip with kids from church, a mix-up in car assignments and an afternoon nap in the sunshine had left Sarah stranded. While she hiked down the mountain, Cam drove past on his motorcycle. When he stopped and offered to help, she hesitated. He was too young to have his driver’s license, and she knew her parents would kill her if she rode with him—especially on a motorcycle. But her feet hurt and the forbidden thrill beckoned. They’d taken the long way home.


Cam Murphy had charmed her that afternoon, and the relationship that developed between the two teenagers over the next year had remained a secret pleasure. To this day, most people in Eternity Springs believed the lie about Lori’s paternity that she’d told to protect her precious child’s shoulders from bearing the weight of “Murphy bad blood.”


Yet Sarah had loved Cam Murphy with every fiber of her foolish, teenaged soul. She’d had to grow up in order to put her love for him behind her. His rejection and the reality of a dependent child had made it easier to accomplish.


The van braked to a stop in front of them, shaking Sarah from her reverie. The driver’s door opened, and a young man with sun-streaked hair, suntanned skin, and a bruised and swollen black eye exited the shuttle with a spring in his step. “G’day, ladies,” he said in that wonderful Aussie drawl. “Reese, party of two, for Adventures in Paradise Tours?”


“That’s us,” Lori confirmed. Her eyes widened and she winced when she got a good look at his injury. “Wow. I bet that hurts.”


The boy flashed a grin. “Not much. I’ve had worse. M’name’s Devin, and I’m your transportation to the marina and the Bliss. Hop on in, and I’ll introduce you to our other guests.”


The two physicians and their wives were from Minnesota, the men in their mid-forties, the women a decade younger, nearer to her age, she’d guess. The doctors claimed to be experienced scuba divers. One of the wives planned to snorkel, but the other confessed to a fear of sharks that kept her out of the ocean.


“I’m perfectly happy to sunbathe,” she told Sarah. “Some friends of ours took this tour a year ago and said the scenery of the cay alone is worth the price of the ticket.”


The other wife leaned toward Sarah and lowered her voice. “She also said the captain and crew weren’t half bad to look at, either.”


Lori must have overheard that exchange, because she glanced at Sarah and mouthed “No flirting.”


Sarah smothered a smile, then listened in as her daughter peppered the young driver with questions about the tour.


“No, I wish I went out on the boat every day,” Devin was saying. “I’m suspended from school this week, and I have some fines I have to pay off, so I’m working with my dad on the tours.”


“Oh. Well, um … what does your dad do on the tours?” Lori replied, obviously floundering on how to respond to the boy’s revelations.


Devin shrugged. “He does a little bit of everything, but he’s a water rat at heart. He’d rather be diving the reef than just about anything.”


“Will he be diving with us today?”


“Maybe. Don’t know. He had a party that ran pretty late last night, but don’t worry. Our regular crew are great mates. We’re still small—we run only two boats—but we’re the best tour operator in Queensland. You’re gonna have a bonza time today.”


If the boy’s father had been up late partying, then Sarah hoped he wasn’t part of this trip. She admitted to being somewhat nervous about her baby diving today—she’d seen the movie Jaws way too many times over the years—and she didn’t want the lead diver suffering from a hangover.


“I’m so excited,” Lori said to Devin. “This is going to be the highlight of our trip.”


“That’s our goal at Adventures in Paradise. Customer service is king.” He flashed a grin and added, “I sound like a used-car salesman, don’t I?”


Lori laughed, and Sarah’s attention was pulled away when the sunbather doctor’s wife asked her where she was from. It came as no surprise that the obviously wealthy Minnesotans had been to Telluride, Vail, and Aspen but had never heard of Eternity Springs. “Next time you plan to visit Colorado, you should consider a stay at Angel’s Rest, our new healing center and spa. It’s a heavenly place. You’d love it.”


“We’ll keep that in mind,” one of the doctors said.


“I adore spa vacations,” his wife added.


“Is there golf?” the other doctor asked.


“No, I’m afraid not. But we do have some of the best trout fishing in the world nearby at the Taylor River.”


“Taylor River rainbows,” he responded. “I’ve heard of them. We’ll have to put your Angel’s Rest on our bucket list.”


Satisfied that she’d done her part as an Eternity Springs ambassador, Sarah sat back and tuned in to Lori’s conversation once again.


“… when I finish school,” the boy said. “University isn’t for me. School already interferes too much with my days on the boat.”


“So what’s your average day like?” Lori asked.


While the young man spoke of sun and surf and the deep blue sea, Sarah considered her daughter. Lori had never been a shy child, but the time away at college had elevated her natural curiosity to new heights. The girl never stopped asking questions, never stopped wanting to learn. I’m so proud of her.


For the second time that day, Sarah thought of Lori’s father. This time bitterness overpowered any sweet. You blew it, Murphy. You made a huge mistake when you turned your back on us. Our little girl is special. She could have brought such joy into your world.


She could have been your redemption.


   Cam Murphy was dragging. The party aboard the Bliss during last night’s private charter had been going so strong that the host offered him double the money to stay out two hours extra. As a businessman with a payroll to meet, he couldn’t turn down the extra work, but the late night combined with another lousy night’s sleep had made this morning’s run more challenging than usual.


Cam had been running on the beach every morning at daybreak for more than a decade. He ran for exercise. He ran on the beach in order to enjoy the beauty of the sand and the sea before the hordes of tourists descended. He used the time to organize his thoughts and make his plans for the day.


Lately, his morning run had helped chase away the what-ifs and if-onlys that plagued him while he lay awake in the middle of the night.


A recurring dream had disturbed his sleep at least three times a week for the past three months. Today, as his feet pounded the damp sand, he worked to shake off the effects of yet another nocturnal blast from the past, another night spent in Eternity effing Springs.


Considering that he’d reviewed today’s bookings before bed last night, he should have expected it. “Reese, party of two” had topped the list. It wasn’t an uncommon surname. Tourists named Reese went out on his boats at least two or three times a year. Inevitably, each time the name showed up on his manifest, he dreamed about Sarah or Eternity Springs or both. While it wasn’t exactly the recipe for peaceful sleep, he could deal with Colorado dreams two or three times a year.


He didn’t know why he was having these dreams now. He’d lived half of his life since leaving Colorado. An occasional dream about Eternity Springs he could understand, but this repetitive nonsense he’d endured since Christmas? It made no sense, and it was wearing him down.


Dreams of Sarah at nighttime meant thoughts of Sarah by daylight, along with the woulda-shoulda-couldas that invariably followed. Sharp as shark’s teeth, they nipped at him for hours on end. It would have been different if. He should have made another choice but. He could have changed everything if only.


Cam rubbed his eyes. He had his share of regrets in life, and some of them were huge. Most of them involved the holier-than-thou citizens of Eternity Springs, Colorado, and their precious, darling queen of the Good Girls, Sarah Reese.


Sarah Reese. High school sweetheart. Mother of his child. Destroyer of his heart.


Cam summoned a burst of speed, then dashed the final hundred yards to his beachfront home. An hour later, showered and dressed in his favorite shorts and an Adventures in Paradise T-shirt, he unlocked the door of the tour office and went to work.


He had hours of paperwork ahead of him today. Not for the first time, he wished for the days when his sole job was to introduce divers to the wonder of the reef. Life certainly had been simpler then. No payroll to make, no bankers to keep happy, no unexpected repair bills or skyrocketing insurance costs or increasing rents to fret over. Of course, he’d had no family to support then, either. At least, no family who wanted his support.


The ghosts of his youth flitted into his mind once again. Sarah, her head thrown back in infectious laughter. His father, belt in hand and meanness in his eyes.


His mother, lying in a pool of blood on the bathroom floor.


Cam shuddered and gave his head a hard shake, trying to flutter those images right back out again.


Today he needed to keep his thoughts centered on Devin. The boy would be the death of him yet. He landed in one scrape after another these days, and reminded Cam of himself at sixteen too much for comfort. Cam wanted better for Devin, so yesterday, when his son walked into the tour office sporting a black eye and brandishing a school suspension slip for fighting, he had just about lost it. Where had this self-destructive streak come from? What had changed for the boy in the past six months?


Cam suspected the source might be the new group of friends Devin had taken up with last summer. They were polite young men from good families, the kind of youngsters most parents wanted their children to befriend. Not Cam. Something about the group of boys bothered him. They were almost too polite, their handshakes too firm. They definitely had too much money to throw around.


Most telling of all, they rarely looked him in the eyes when they spoke to him. That made Cam’s trouble-coming antenna quiver.


He glanced up at the clock on the wall. Devin would arrive at the marina in thirty to forty-five minutes. Maybe he should put the paperwork on hold and go out on the boat with his boy today. Better yet, he could call in a sub for Devin, and they could both play hooky from work, leave the tourists to the rest of the crew, and take the Freedom out, just the two of them. Maybe a little father/son time would help Dev remember to make good choices next time the opportunity for stupidity reared its head.


Cam liked the idea. He was overdue for a day off. This paperwork could wait. He picked up the phone and made the arrangements. Ten minutes later, he boarded the Bliss to grab his personal diving gear. He’d just hauled it topside when he saw the owner of the Wanderer, the cruiser that occupied the slip next to Cam’s, standing at the stern, scowling fiercely down into the water. “G’day, Martin. Got a problem?”


“Yes, I’m afraid so. Looks like there’s a line tangled in my propeller shaft. I have a banker on board and a tight schedule. Wasn’t planning to get wet, but …” He started shrugging out of his suit coat.


Cam set down his gear on the deck of the Bliss. “Hold what you’ve got. I’ll check it out for you.”


Martin sighed with relief. “Thanks, man. I’ll owe you.”


Cam tugged off his T-shirt and toed out of his deck shoes. He pulled on his mask, then grabbed his diving knife and a flashlight and slipped over the side of the Bliss into the water. The harbor water was murky. He switched on his flashlight and swam to the cruiser’s stern. He spied the problem immediately. Unfortunately, a simple slice with his knife wouldn’t get the job done.


He surfaced and called up to his friend. “ ’Fraid it’s a little more complicated than a snagged line. You’re dragging trash, but I can handle it. I’ll need a bolt cutter.”


Cam grabbed hold of a dock line and treaded water while Martin went to get the tool he required. Above him, on the nearby bridge, he spied the Adventures in Paradise Tours van arriving. Good. When Martin handed down the tool he’d requested a minute later, Cam said, “Our van is pulling up. Would you please tell Devin I want to talk to him?”


“Sure.”


Cam clamped his diving knife between his teeth, then, with the bolt cutters in hand, submerged himself again. He went to work on the tangle around the prop shaft. The wire cable the cruiser had picked up somewhere dragged on the assembly, but he couldn’t see that the junk had caused any real damage to the unit. It took him a couple of breaths, but Cam managed to cut the trash away and free the cruiser’s prop.


He surfaced and swam to the Bliss’s swim deck. He hauled his tools aboard, then levered himself onto the deck. A Bliss crew member tossed him a towel. Cam dried his legs and then his chest before flipping the towel over his head to pull it back and forth across his back.


Aboard the Wanderer, Martin called, “Many thanks! I wish you fair winds and following seas, Cameron Daniel Murphy.”


Cam opened his mouth to reply when movement on the Bliss’s gangway caught his attention. He froze, his fists clamping the towel in a white-knuckled grip.


Twenty years might have passed, but he’d know her anywhere. No bigger than a minute and curved in all the right places. Dark hair cut short and sassy in a way that suited the angles of her face. And those eyes. Those gorgeous, long-lashed, Elizabeth Taylor violet eyes.


Sarah Reese.


   Cameron Daniel Murphy.


Sarah’s heart pounded. Her mouth went dry and her knees went weak and she thought she might hyperventilate.


Cam Murphy.


He looked … Wow … Oh, wow … He looked like he’d come straight off the cover of a paperback romance. The boy she’d known two decades ago had disappeared beneath mature muscle and suntanned skin. He was still lean, his stomach still flat, but his shoulders had broadened and he’d added definition to his abs. He wore his hair a little longer and his beard lost-my-razor-three-days-ago scruffy. The words beach bum and surfer dude and pirate sprang to mind.


But his eyes—those mesmerizing eyes—hadn’t changed. He stared at her with eyes of shades of green. Mountain eyes. Just like Lori’s.


Lori.


Sarah gasped and twisted around to look at her daughter. His daughter. Our daughter. Lori stared back at her with a question in her eyes. His eyes.


Oh, Lori. The potential consequences of this chance meeting hit Sarah like a brick.


Lori had wanted to contact her father ever since Sarah confessed the truth about his identity to her when Lori turned sixteen. In the months that followed, Lori had spent hours tracking the name Cameron D. Murphy on the Internet. Although she’d come up with what she considered to be half a dozen likely suspects, as far as Sarah knew she’d never taken the search for her father beyond that. At one point, when money was especially tight around the Reese house, Lori had asked her to hire a private investigator to find Cam to demand child support.


Now this beautiful, confident young woman watched Sarah with wary mountain eyes. “Mom? It’s not an uncommon name, right?”


Sarah tried to force words through her throat, but the sound that emerged was a strangled gurgle.


At her mother’s reaction, Lori’s expression slackened with shock, then she jerked her stare back toward Cam. “That is him?”


Feeling a little bit sick, Sarah braved another look, too.


His gaze remained locked on Sarah, heated and intense. Her stomach took another turn. She swayed slightly, feeling dizzy. Then abruptly, he shifted his stare toward Lori, and for a long moment, Sarah held her breath. He looked stunned.


“That’s him?” Lori repeated. “He’s your Cam?”


Cam mouthed a word, and Sarah was pretty sure that word was mine. He took one step forward just as the boy from this morning—Devin, the van driver—approached him, saying, “Hey, Dad. I didn’t think you were coming down here this morning. Martin said you wanted to see me?”


Dad.


Dad?


Dad!


Fury stormed through Sarah like a hurricane. That boy was only a few years younger than Lori!


Lori reached out and caught hold of Sarah’s arm, steadying herself. Her voice broke on the words, “He has a family.”


Oh, baby. No. Not like this.


“Mom, let’s get out of here,” Lori said, an anguished look in her eyes. “Now.”


Cam’s gaze upon them was tangible. Sarah felt frozen in place. “But, honey—”


“Please, Mom?”


Her daughter had gone white as the sails on the cruiser next to the catamaran, and seeing it, Sarah’s mama-bear instincts roared to life. “Sure, honey. We’ll go.”


“I’m sorry. I just can’t.” Lori had tears in those big green eyes of hers. “I’m not ready for this.”


“You know what? Neither am I.” Sarah gave Cam Murphy one last look—he hadn’t moved one of those outdoorsman muscles—then tucked her arm through Lori’s and turned her back on the man she’d once loved.


Once off the gangway, mother and daughter walked briskly. When they turned a corner, no longer in sight of the deck of the Bliss, Lori urged Sarah into a run.


It took some time, effort, and creativity, but the two Reese women ran all the way home. Back home to Colorado. Back to the caring, comforting shelter of Eternity Springs.





TWO
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Eternity Springs, Colorado


The thermometer read a balmy twenty degrees as Lori loaded her suitcase into her car to begin the trip back to Texas and the second half of her spring semester at college. Smiling bravely against both her sorrow and the bitter cold, Sarah gave her daughter one last hug, then opened the driver’s-side door. “Drive safely. Call when you make a pit stop.”


“I will.” Lori took her seat behind the wheel and buckled her seat belt. “Love you, Mom.”


“Love you, too, Sunshine,” Sarah replied, proud that her voice didn’t crack. “Be safe.”


She stood out in the cold, her shoulders hunched and her hands in her coat pockets as the car backed out of the drive. As was her habit, Lori hit the car horn in two short bursts, then headed south on Aspen. Sarah watched and waved until the car was out of sight, then told herself that the tears in her eyes resulted from the cold wind.


Yeah, right. Sending Lori back to college at the end of a break was still as hard as it had been her freshman year. Harder, in fact, considering recent events.


Of all the boats in all the world, why had Cam Murphy been drying himself off on that one?


She reentered the house through the front door and was met by Daisy and Duke, her golden retrievers. Her dogs sensed her mood and nuzzled at her legs, begging to be petted. She glanced at the clock, noting that she still had forty minutes before her friends showed up for the planning meeting for next summer’s quilt festival. The Patchwork Angels meetings usually took place at Angel’s Rest, but Sarah had asked them to come here this morning, since she hadn’t been sure of Lori’s departure time. With time to spare, she hung her coat on the rack in the entry hall and sank down onto the floor, where she took a few moments to bask in the dogs’ comforting company.


As Duke licked her face, she heard her mother call, “Frank?”


Frank Reese, Sarah’s father, had passed away when Lori was in middle school. Sighing, Sarah rose and walked toward the living room and her mother’s line of sight. “It’s Sarah, Mom.”


From her usual seat in her recliner, Ellen Reese looked up. “Where’s Daddy?”


Sarah drew a breath, silently cursed Alzheimer’s disease, then gently said, “He’s gone, Mama.”


Ellen nodded. “I thought so. I just had to ask.”


“I know, Mama.”


Ellen’s expression turned quizzical. “What am I supposed to do?”


Sarah smiled tenderly. “Why don’t you read the newspaper now, Mom? There’s a new edition of the Eternity Times on the table beside you.”


Ellen spied it and said, “All right. Thank you, dear.”


“You’re welcome.” Sarah waited to make sure that her mother was situated, then continued on to the kitchen. She poured another cup of coffee and contemplated the baked goods lining her counter that her restaurant customers would pick up later today. Ordinarily, she didn’t sample her own creations. This was no ordinary morning. Sometimes a girl simply needed a little high-caloric comfort.


She chose a lemon bar to go with her coffee, and she’d just sat down at her kitchen table to indulge when a rap sounded on the window glass of the mudroom door. She leaned over to look and saw Nic Callahan waving red-gloved fingers. Sarah gestured for her to come inside. Nic was Eternity Springs’s veterinarian, the mother of precious two-and-a-half-year-old twin girls, and she’d been Sarah’s best friend from childhood. A gust of frigid air blew in with her. “You’re early.”


“I know. I wanted to see Lori before she left.” Nic pulled off her gloves. “Did I miss her?”


“By about five minutes.”


“Well, darn.” Nic removed her stocking hat and scarf and stuck them into her coat pocket, then gave her long blond hair a shake. “She got off sooner than I’d figured.”


“She woke up early. Our body clocks haven’t quite adjusted to the time change yet. Her plane doesn’t leave Colorado Springs until mid-afternoon, but this way she won’t have to hurry.”


“She’s leaving her car at her friend’s place again?” Nic asked as she hung her coat on a rack in the mudroom.


“Yes.” Sarah rose and poured Nic a cup of coffee. “Her car already has one hundred twenty thousand miles on it, so the fewer trips back and forth to Texas, the better. We need it to last until she’s out of college.”


Lori didn’t need her car at school, and she had a friend whose family owned a storage unit and allowed her to keep her car there for a minimal charge. Flying out of Colorado Springs was much cheaper than flying from Gunnison-Crested Butte, and this way, Sarah didn’t have to make the drive to the airport in order to pick her up or send her off.


Nic took a seat across the kitchen table from Sarah, cradled her coffee mug in both hands, and asked, “So, how are you doing?”


“Fine. Grab a cookie if you want. I tried a new recipe for oatmeal-raisin cookies and they’re wonderful, if I say so myself.”


“Thanks, but I’m trying to resist the temptation, and you are attempting to change the subject. You are not fine, Sarah. Something is wrong. What is it?”


Nic knew her too well, but Sarah tried to fend her questions off. “It’s always tough to see Lori leave.”


Nic tilted her head to one side, and her blue eyes studied Sarah. “Yes, but it’s more than that, isn’t it? I think you need to talk about it.”


“Talk about what?”


“Whatever happened on your trip.”


“We had a wonderful trip. We told you that.”


“Yes, you did. You two put on a good act. You might be able to hide it from everybody else, but I know you, and I know Lori. Something happened while you were away. Something not-so-wonderful.”


Daisy padded over to Nic and rubbed against her, silently demanding to be petted. Nic obliged before continuing, “I suspect it involved the tour to the Great Barrier Reef. We heard all about the rain forest but hardly anything about coral. So spill, girlfriend.”


Sarah took a bite of lemon bar and considered her response. She wasn’t really surprised that Nic had picked up on the undercurrents humming between her and Lori since they arrived home from Australia three days ago. From the moment she had spied Cam Murphy standing aboard that boat, Sarah’s emotions had swung all over the map. Lori, bless her heart, had all but curled into a fetal position and tuned out the world.


Sighing, she explained, “Lori didn’t want me talking about it while she was still home.”


“Oh, no.” Nic reached out and touched Sarah’s arm. “Was she hurt? Were you hurt?”


“No. No. It wasn’t like that.” Sarah grimaced. “Actually, I guess in a way it was like that. We saw Cam.”


At first, it didn’t click. Then Nic’s jaw dropped. “Cam? Your Cam? Cam Murphy?”


“He’s not my Cam,” Sarah snapped back. The resentment that had simmered inside her all the way across the Pacific flared, and she tossed her half-eaten lemon bar onto her plate. “He never was my Cam. The man has a son who is not that much younger than Lori. He must have married the first girl he saw when they let him out of juvie jail.”


“No.” Nic set down her coffee mug hard.


Sarah folded her arms, sat back in her chair, and nodded. “Yes.”


“Wow. Okay, tell me everything.”


Sarah took a moment to organize her thoughts, then gave her best friend in the world a blow-by-blow account of the events that had taken place at the marina in Cairns, Australia.


“Wait a minute,” Nic said. “You’re telling me that Lori wanted to run away from him? The same Lori who wanted you to hire an investigator to track down her father?”


“The very same. And she didn’t just want to run away from him. She did run away from him. I couldn’t believe it.” Sarah sighed and reached for her lemon bar once again. “I wasn’t all that steady myself, but Lori’s reaction floored me. She just wilted right in front of me.”


“Was it because of the boy?”


“You mean her brother?”


“Ow.” Nic winced.


“Yeah. Ow.” Sarah polished off her lemon bar, then said, “I’m sure that was part of it. You wouldn’t have recognized her, Nic. She was devastated. I’ve never seen her look like that. Not even when my dad died.”


“Poor Lori.” Nic winced on behalf of her friends. “So you left the marina and then what? Did he chase you down? Show up at your hotel?”


“I expected him to follow us. I know he recognized me. I was ready for him, too, I’ll have you know. But the sorry coward didn’t show. He had plenty of time, because it took us almost an hour to pack, check out, and get a cab to the airport. In hindsight, I should have known he’d keep his distance. He’s had years of practice, after all.”


“I don’t believe that.”


“It’s true. Lori and I talked our way onto an early flight, then we ignored the tears in each other’s eyes all the way across the Pacific.”


Sarah recalled how Lori had taken one last look around the airport terminal before they passed through security. Her daughter hadn’t missed the fact that despite having time to do so, Cam had chosen not to follow them. Once again, he had blown off his own child. Thinking about it now, fresh anger stirred inside Sarah.


“So that’s the real reason you didn’t get to see the Great Barrier Reef,” Nic said. “Not because you were sick.”


“Oh, I was sick, all right.”


Nic nodded and sipped her coffee, letting a long moment pass before she asked, “How did he look?”


Sarah scowled. “Disgustingly gorgeous. Sun, sea, and sand scruffy. Built, with a capital B. One thing about beach bums, they use their muscles.”


Nic gave in to temptation and reached for an oatmeal-raisin cookie and a paper napkin. “Lori got his height.”


“And his eyes.” Sarah closed her own eyes and relived that moment when Cam’s gaze locked onto hers. “It’s a good thing he ended up on the other side of the world. Anyone who saw them together would recognize the family resemblance.”


Nic started to say something, then obviously thought better of it and took a bite of cookie. “Yum. You’re right. These are spectacular.”


“And now you’re the one holding back.” Sarah chastised her friend with a frown. “What did you start to say?”


Nic set down her cookie, picked up her coffee, and looked at Sarah over the top of the mug. “If people found out, it wouldn’t be the disaster you think it would be, you know.”


Sarah bristled. “You’ve got to be kidding. Of course it would be a disaster. I lied, Nicole. I lied about who fathered my baby to everyone. Even to my own mother! Do you know how guilty I feel about that?”


“Look, you were sixteen and you had a good reason for doing it.”


“And the reason hasn’t changed, I might point out. People in town still hate Cam Murphy.”


“But we love you,” Nic fired back. “More important, everyone loves Lori. That wouldn’t change.”


A lump of emotion formed in Sarah’s throat at that. She truly did have the best of friends. “Maybe not, but I’d just as soon not test the theory. Lori feels the same way. We talked about it. She really has made a one-hundred-eighty-degree turnaround where Cam is concerned.”


“That’s more surprising than anything,” Nic mused. “Finding her father was the focus of half of her conversations back when she worked as my vet assistant.”


“Really? You never told me that.”


“Remember, that was right after you told her the truth about who her father really was. She was confused and angry with you. She vented to me.”


“I think she needs someone to vent to now. I asked her to make an appointment with a counselor at school, and she said she would.”


“Good thinking. But don’t forget, Lori is a levelheaded, goal-oriented girl. She’s done well with her grades. She’s shown a great deal of maturity when it comes to relationships. How many girls would have handled the situation with Chase as well as Lori did?”


Sarah thought of Nic’s reference to Lori’s relationship with their friend Ali Timberlake’s son, Chase. Chase and Lori had been summer sweethearts when Lori was in high school. Despite the fact that they liked each other a lot, the pair had recognized and acknowledged that they weren’t ready for something more serious and had chosen to remain friends.


“I don’t think you need to have any regrets,” Nic continued. “You’ve done a fine job with Lori. I hope that I can do half as well with my girls.”


Sarah smiled at her friend’s compliment and asked, “And how are Meg and Cari?”


“They’re two and terrible, and they make us so happy.”


“Are they with their dad this morning?”


Nic nodded. “Gabe’s brothers came in last night, so we had lots of helping hands around the kitchen this morning. They’re closing on the new family cabin that they’re buying out at Hummingbird Lake today.”


“That’s exciting.”


“Yes. I’ve missed having family in town since Mom and Aunt Janice moved to Florida. It’ll be nice to have the Callahans around more.”


“Family.” Sarah’s lips twisted in an unhappy frown as she brooded over the word. Mothers and daughters. Fathers and daughters. Fathers and sons. “I’m so angry at Cam, Nic. I don’t think I’ve ever been this angry in my life. He tells me he can’t be a father to our baby, then he turns around and has a child with someone else as quick as he can. The dog. I deserved better. Lori and I deserved better.”


“Yes, you did. But honey, maybe it’s a good thing this happened.”


“Why? So that our vacation ended on a sour note? Because I didn’t really need to mark the Great Barrier Reef off my bucket list?”


“No,” Nic responded, her voice patient. “Because personally, I think the anger is a good thing. I think that all these years you’ve needed closure on your relationship with Cam. Maybe now you’ll be able to finally let him go and open your heart to someone new.”


Sarah rolled her eyes. “Not that old argument again.”


“Just saying.” Nic held up her hands, palms out. To Sarah’s relief, she changed the subject and asked, “How is your mom doing?”


“Okay. She’s content to sit in the living room and watch sports on TV. All I can say is thank God for cable TV and especially ESPN Classic. I do see progression of the disease, but I believe the new medication has slowed its pace.”


“Good. Let’s hope that trend continues.”


“Amen to that.”


“Now that you’re back from your trip, will the church group resume helping you with caretaking?”


“Yes.” Sarah didn’t know what she’d do without the St. Stephen’s Women’s Group, because as her mother’s health had deteriorated, they had stepped up. Someone visited Ellen twice a day, which substantially reduced the need for paid caregivers and made it economically feasible for Sarah to continue to care for her mother at home. “Someone will check on her at mid-morning and mid-afternoon. We can get by okay with that for now. Hopefully by the time the busy season hits, I’ll have something else arranged.”


“What are you thinking? Live-in help? That worked well while you were gone on your trip.”


“Yes, but it would consume my monthly budget.”


Nic opened her mouth to speak but apparently changed her mind, because she shut it abruptly. It didn’t matter. Sarah knew what she’d been about to say, because Sarah knew Nic as well as Nic knew Sarah, and they’d had this discussion dozens of times in the past.


“I know a memory-care facility is in our future, but neither Mom nor I are ready for it yet.”


Sarah nibbled on her lower lip and silently debated spilling the beans about her new plans. For some reason, telling Nic would make it more real than signing papers at the bank. Yet she was glad she’d have the distraction in the weeks to come. Nothing would get Cam Murphy out of her head faster than flinging herself into something new. That as much as anything had helped her decide to green-light the change. “I have something else in mind. I’m selling the Trading Post, Nic.”


Nic’s brows arched, her eyes bugged, and her mouth gaped. She worked her jaw, but no sound came out. Sarah found the fact that she’d shocked her friend speechless twice in one day immensely satisfying.


A note of panic in her voice, Nic asked, “Are you moving away?”


“No.” Sarah straightened her spine, squared her shoulders, and declared, “I’m going after my dream, Nic. I have Lori’s college expenses taken care of now, and after three successful summer tourist seasons, I’ve been able to set aside enough for start-up expenses. I’m going to remodel this house to suit Mom’s needs and mine, and open my dream business right here.”


Nic sat back heavily against her chair. “Your bakery. You’re going to open your bakery!”


“I am.”


Beaming, Nic jumped up and threw her arms around Sarah in a fierce hug. “How exciting! That’s wonderful news. I know this is something you’ve wanted for a long time. Tell me everything. When did you get serious about the idea?”


“I met with Bob Carson at the bank the first time back in October. Someone tangentially connected to Lorraine Perry had contacted him looking to buy an established business in town, so he asked me about the store.”


Nic winced. “Not another Lorraine Perry!”


Lorraine was a reality TV show chef who had brought Hollywood to town by leasing the Bristlecone Café, turning it into a restaurant more suitable for Aspen than Eternity Springs, and using it to launch her newest TV series. Unfortunately—or, fortunately, depending on one’s viewpoint—the series had aired only twice before being canceled in February. Lorraine hadn’t been back to town since. Sarah and her friends viewed that as a blessing.


“No. The buyer is a man with a family who wants to raise his kids in a good environment.”


“Oh. Good.” Nic carried her empty mug to the coffee-maker and refilled it. “Well, the Trading Post is as established as it gets, since your family has owned it for over a hundred years.”


“That didn’t make this decision any easier.” Sarah glanced at the clock, then rose and set out mugs for the others along with the coffee cake she’d made for the morning meeting. “It took me a couple of months to work my way through the whole severing-the-family-tie part of the decision. But Lori doesn’t want the store, and not long before he died, Dad told me not to consider myself chained to it, so I don’t feel like I’m abandoning a legacy or anything like that.”


“Good.” Nic clucked her tongue as she took plates from the cupboard and set them beside the coffee cake. “Wow. Times have sure changed in Eternity Springs.”


“Thanks to Celeste and Angel’s Rest.” Sarah exhaled heavily and added, “Bob Carson says the buyer is anxious. He has papers all ready to sign.”


“This is so exciting, Sarah.”


“Scary, too. The butterflies in my stomach have butterflies.”


“How soon before you’ll begin your remodel?”


Sarah swallowed hard. “If I sign the papers today, then tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow! How in the world did you manage that?”


“It’s a cash sale. I’m going to use Jarrell Construction, and they had a cancelation in their schedule. Joe told me he can have the bakery ready to open in six weeks.”


“No!”


“Yes. I’ll believe it when I see it, though.”


“Whoa. That’s great, Sarah. It’s just wonderful. I’m so happy for you.”


“Thank you. It’ll make things easier with Mom, I think, especially as time goes on. Change is hard on Alzheimer’s patients, and with the remodel we’ll be able to keep her space like it is, only I’ll be within earshot just steps away instead of across the street at the store. I’ll be able to keep her home longer.”


“In that case, I think it’s just what you need. You’ve spent all these years taking care of Lori, putting her needs first. Now she’s well on her way to being settled, and it’s your turn. You can have a brand-new start doing something you’ve always wanted to do.”


“That’s the way I’m looking at it.” Or at least the way she was trying to look at it.


“You know what I think? I think seeing Cam in Australia was fated.”


“Or arranged,” Sarah muttered.


“Arranged!”


“Think about it. How did it happen that we took the trip?”


“You won a contest.”


“Sponsored by Celeste. Who made all the travel arrangements, including booking the tour with Adventures in Paradise? Who is one of the handful of people in the entire world who knows that Cam Murphy is my daughter’s father?”


“Celeste.” Nic considered the charge for a moment, then slowly nodded. “You have an argument there. She’s lovable, but she does like to dabble in people’s lives.”


“Dabble?” Sarah scoffed.


“Have you asked her about it?”


“Why bother? She’d never admit it. She’d make one of her philosophical statements and change the subject.”


“True.” Nic grinned. “Nevertheless, whether the hands of fate made it happen or Celeste Blessing poked her pixie nose into your business, seeing Cam was a good thing. You needed to say goodbye to the old to make way for the new. You’ll have a fresh start—a new home, a new business, who knows, maybe a new man.”


Sarah wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t exactly say goodbye.”


“Didn’t you?” Nic waited until Sarah looked at her to explain. “Maybe not face-to-face, but turning away and going away says it pretty clearly.”


The knock at her door saved Sarah from responding to that. “Speak of the devil,” she murmured.


“Cam is here?” Nic asked innocently.


Sarah laughed and started for the door, saying, “Celeste.”


Ali Timberlake, the owner of the Yellow Kitchen restaurant, had arrived with Celeste. Sage Rafferty pulled her car into the driveway as Sarah opened the door to let the other women inside. Sarah watched as Sage, an artist and the owner of the local gallery, Vistas, removed a large tote bag from her backseat and hurried toward the house. A few minutes later, her best friends in the world were seated at her kitchen table, moaning with pleasure over the taste of cinnamon and sugar and coffee cake that melted in their mouths.


Well, except for Sage. She’d refused the high-caloric treat and opted for an apple instead. Sarah knew why, and judging by the gleam in Sage’s green eyes, she suspected that the others were about to learn, too. “You look especially beautiful this morning.”


“She does, doesn’t she?” Ali Timberlake agreed. “You’ve done something different with your hair. It’s gorgeous.”


“Thank you.” Sage lifted her long auburn tresses. “I cut three inches off and had it layered while Colt and I were in Denver yesterday.”


“I saw that Vistas was closed yesterday,” Nic said. “I didn’t know you went to Denver. Was the trip for work or fun?”


“Actually …”


Sage glanced briefly at Sarah as she paused significantly, and Sarah knew her suspicions were correct. A smile played about her lips as she saw Sage reach for her tote bag. “Mostly fun. I had a doctor’s appointment, and then Colt and I went shopping. We’re redecorating one of our bedrooms, and I want your opinion. Help me decide which theme to use.” She pulled two canvases from the back and held them up. “Bunnies or ducks?”


It took a moment for the revelation to take. Then Ali sat up straight and grinned. Nic’s mouth gaped in shock for the third time that day, and Celeste folded her hands and beamed. Sarah allowed herself a smug smile.


Nic cleared her throat. “Sage, correct me if I’m wrong, but those look suspiciously like nursery designs.”


“You’re not wrong,” the artist said, her eyes bright.


“You’re pregnant?” Ali and Nic said simultaneously.


“I’m into my fourth month and scared to death and happier than I ever would have imagined.”


With a chorus of cheers and delighted squeals, Sage’s friends jumped to their feet and wrapped her in hugs. Sarah had known about the pregnancy since before Christmas, when she’d stopped by Vistas and caught Sage in the throes of morning sickness. Sage had asked her to keep her secret, and while it had tested Sarah’s self-discipline, she’d done so.


Now, as she witnessed Sage’s joy, Sarah didn’t even try to hold back the tears. Presenting her news to her friends with such obvious pleasure showed just how far Sage had traveled in her journey to healing. Not long ago, due to trauma she’d suffered while working with Doctors Without Borders, Sage couldn’t have held a baby, much less looked forward to giving birth to one.


The happy mood continued throughout their planning meeting and grew even more boisterous once Sarah shared her own news with her friends. By the time Sarah crossed the street to open the Trading Post at nine-thirty, the comradery had chased away her lingering sadness at Lori’s departure.


The store enjoyed a steady stream of business, and Sarah stayed busy until lunchtime. After fixing a sandwich for her mom, she phoned the bank and made an appointment with Bob Carson. By two o’clock, the deed was done. She’d agreed to operate the Trading Post for two more weeks. After that, the Reese family business would be some other family’s responsibility. Joe Jarrell confirmed that the remodel on the Reese family home would begin bright and early tomorrow morning.
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