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About the Book


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


Haunted by painful memories, pediatric surgeon Sage Anderson gives up medicine and moves to Eternity Springs. There she finds a place to call home, but even her newfound success as a gifted artist isn’t enough to keep her nightmares at bay. Colt Rafferty is about to change all that.


Eternity Springs is a refuge for Colt, a place to ground himself when the stress of investigating tragedies takes its toll. He has come here for a little R & R, but instead of relaxing, he finds himself fascinated by the mysterious redhead whose secrets beg to be discovered – a beauty running from her past, a heartsick woman in desperate need of the sweet sanctuary of a devoted man’s embrace. And he is just the man to show her the true path to peace – by offering her the healing power of love.




For Amanda.
Welcome to the madhouse otherwise known as our family.
We love you!
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September


The echo of the gunshot jerked Sage Anderson out of her nightmare. Her eyes flew open. She lay in the darkness, panting, sweating, her heart pounding in fear, her hands clenched into fists. Oh, God.


The images. The sounds. Oh, dear God.


It was a dream. Just a dream. One of those old, horrible, terrifying nightmares that had haunted her since the events she dreamed about had been her reality.


Slowly the past retreated. Her pulse calmed and her fingers relaxed. At that point, the shivering began, a reaction to both the chill in the room and the aftermath of the dream.


Sage rolled up and reached for the bedclothes she’d kicked off the end of the bed during the dream. This was the first time in months that she’d been plagued by one of these nightmares. She had thought she’d put them behind her.


“I am so totally done with this,” she said aloud as she yanked up the sheet, tugged up the comforter, and fished for her discarded socks at the bottom of the bed. When she finally cuddled beneath goose down and Egyptian cotton, she turned her head into the pillow and tried to cry.


She badly wanted to succeed in the effort, to sob and wail and release these vicious emotions churning inside her. As usual, the tears wouldn’t come. In the past few years she’d managed to find catharsis in tears only a handful of times.


When her eyes remained stubbornly dry and the possibility of sleep appeared completely beyond reach, she focused her attention on more pleasant thoughts. She thought about weddings. Her best friend’s wedding. Well, one of her best friends, anyway.


Yesterday Nic Callahan had returned to town and reconciled with her husband. They planned to reaffirm their wedding vows at St. Stephen’s church later this morning prior to the grand opening celebration for Angel’s Rest, Celeste Blessing’s healing center and spa. Sage was thrilled for Nic and Gabe. She was pleased for Celeste and excited for Eternity Springs. Today promised to be a lovely day.


And I’m not going to let a bad dream ruin it.


With that determined thought uppermost in her mind, she glanced at the bedside clock, where 4:07 glowed in red numerals. Today promised to be a lovely day—and a long one, she realized with an inner sigh. She knew she wouldn’t get back to sleep at this point.


Sage sat up and took stock of her options. She could read or watch TV or surf the Net. She could catch up on paperwork or tackle the painting she’d begun yesterday for her upcoming show in Fort Worth. Except she wasn’t in the mood for the first three, and she needed to let that painting sit for a few days. Something wasn’t working with it, and experience had taught her that walking away for a day or two almost always helped her figure out the fix.


Her thoughts returned to the wedding, and at that point she knew what she wanted to do. She’d grab a new canvas and see if she could create a gift for Gabe and Nic to mark their special day. She’d do something simple, but light and bright and beautiful.


“Perfect.” She blew out a breath, rolled out of bed, and headed for the studio she’d set up in the cottage’s second bedroom. This was what she needed now—something positive to think about, a task to take her out of the shadows and away from the pain and the past.


In the studio, she placed a blank canvas on her easel and studied it, opening her mind to inspiration. She shied away from one image that hovered in her head, a leftover from her nightmare. Instead, she thought about Nic and Gabe and the obstacles they’d overcome while finding their way to today. She opened her mind to the promise of their bright and happy future, and inspiration flowed. An idea took shape in her imagination. She picked up her paintbrush and went to work. When she stepped away from her easel three hours later, she studied the finished painting and smiled. “Good job, Anderson.”


She had managed to shake off the lingering ugliness of her dream and create something she knew her friends would treasure. All before breakfast. “Not a bad start for the day.”


She showered and dressed and had just decided to toast a bagel when, to her surprise, someone rapped at her front door. Warily Sage peeked through the window blinds.


Celeste Blessing stood on her front porch, a canvas tote bag in one hand, a relaxed smile upon her face. She had gorgeous silver-gray hair and youthful, sky-blue eyes. This morning she wore a stylish bright red jacket, and gold earrings shaped like angel’s wings dangled from her ears.


Sage relaxed. When she grew up, she wanted to be just like Celeste. The woman was the kindest, friendliest, smartest, and most active senior Sage had ever met. She rode a Honda Gold Wing motorcycle for fun, watched DVDs of The Mary Tyler Moore Show for entertainment, and never missed a Sunday at church or failed to give her opinion about the preacher’s sermon. It had been her idea to turn the Cavanaugh House estate into Angel’s Rest Healing Center and Spa, and construction alone had already proved a boon to the economically depressed town even before today’s official opening.


The townspeople loved Celeste for doing her part in rescuing Eternity Springs. Sage loved Celeste for herself. In many ways, she was the mother and the grandmother Sage had never had.


She opened her door with a smile. “Celeste. What brings you out this way?”


“The Landrys offered their vacation home as an overflow facility for the center, and since we’re packed to the rafters with the grand opening, we’ll need to use it tonight.”


The Landrys were a lovely family from Texas who owned the only other house on Reflection Point, the narrow little peninsula where Sage lived. “I wanted to stop and drop off a little welcome basket,” the older woman continued. “When I saw your light, I decided to come beg a cup of coffee.”


“I’m glad you did. I was about to toast a bagel. Care to join me?”


“Actually . . .” Celeste held up the tote bag. “I happen to have breakfast fixings with me. Care if I make myself at home in your kitchen?”


Sage blinked. “That’s fine with me, but, with the grand opening, aren’t you swamped?”


“Everything’s under control, and frankly, with all the hustle and bustle, I’m glad to have a few moments of peace and quiet out here at Hummingbird Lake. I have bacon, eggs, a loaf of bread for toast, and a jar of homemade strawberry jam.”


“That sounds much better than a bagel.” Sage eyed the bag appreciatively. “Tell you what. My stovetop is persnickety when it comes to heat regulation. You have to talk to it just right. Why don’t you let me man the frying pan while you handle the toaster?”


Celeste’s blue eyes twinkled. “An excellent plan.”


Sage took the tote bag and led Celeste through the cozy little cottage to the kitchen, where the women went to work. Their conversation centered around the two main events of the day, but when they sat down to eat, Celeste sipped her coffee and introduced a new subject. “How are you feeling, Sage? You look a bit tired.”


She attempted a dodge. “I got up early and painted a gift for Nic and Gabe.”


“That’s nice,” Celeste said. “Although I’m sure they wouldn’t have wanted you to miss sleep because of it. This wedding is a last-minute thing, after all.”


“Actually, a nightmare woke me up. I couldn’t get back to sleep.” Sage set down her knife, surprised at herself for admitting the truth. She never talked about the nightmares.


“Oh, you poor thing.” Celeste clucked her tongue. “I’m so sorry. Does that happen often?”


“No, not really.” Sage took a bite of jam-slathered toast and realized that something about Celeste invited confidences. She was simply so easy to talk to. After savoring the flavor of springtime in the jam, she swallowed, sipped her juice, then added, “Since I moved to Eternity Springs, I sleep pretty well. I think the mountain air is magic.”


“Eternity Springs is special,” Celeste agreed. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. This valley nurses a special energy that soothes troubled souls—if those souls open their hearts and minds to the possibilities.”


Sage couldn’t argue against it. Heaven knows the town had been working its magic on her these past few years. She’d been a basket case, running away from life as she knew it, when she literally arrived at a crossroads on a Colorado mountain road and turned left, ending up in Eternity Springs.


She couldn’t explain it to anyone—she couldn’t explain it to herself—but she’d known in her bones that the left turn had been the rightest turn of her life. Call it instinct or intuition or a message from her very own angel, but Sage had understood that she was meant to live and work in Eternity Springs, at least for a little while.


So she’d moved here and made friends here. She’d made a life and a career here. Except for the occasional nightmares and flashbacks, she was happy here.


“Eternity Springs has been good for me. I predict your healing center will be a wild success, Celeste.”


“I completely agree. Those who open themselves up to all that life has to offer here will find great rewards. You remember that, Sage. Now, let me help you with the dishes. Breakfast was simply divine.”


“It did hit the spot. Thank you for providing both the idea and the supplies.”


“You’re very welcome. I’m a big believer in having protein for breakfast, especially since you and I have a packed day ahead of us.”


Sage didn’t argue with her, but she didn’t anticipate her own day being all that busy. Other than showing up at St. Stephen’s thirty minutes early to help Nic dress, the only tasks on her docket were to witness the wedding and stroll Celeste’s estate as a guest at the grand opening. She didn’t intend to open Vistas, her art gallery, at all today.


After Celeste left, Sage wrapped her gift for Nic and Gabe in plain brown paper and fished a red marker from her junk drawer in order to draw hearts as decoration. When the memory of a homemade valentine that had giraffes sporting heart-shaped spots drifted through her mind, she sucked in a breath.


“Stupid dream,” she muttered, then gritted her teeth as the pain washed over her. Following a dream, invariably the memories stayed around like a hangover. Not all memories were bad, but the good ones seemed to be buried beneath the mountain of ugliness she’d brought home from Africa.


Sage set down the marker and walked to her kitchen window, where she gazed out across Hummingbird Lake toward Eternity Springs. Taking in that view went further to rid herself of that hangover than ingesting any painkiller ever could.


“Forget the nightmare,” she murmured. “The sadness ends now.”


Well, at least for today. Today was going to be a wonderful day. This was Nic’s real wedding day and the culmination of Celeste’s “Angel Plan” for the economic survival of Eternity Springs. It was a day for celebration—not one for nightmares and heartbreaking memories—and it was time she headed for the church.


As she retrieved her car keys from her bedside table, she stared longingly at her pillow and added aloud, “A day for celebration, and maybe a nap.”


A hand slapped Colt Rafferty’s ass and jolted him out of his dream. It had been a good dream, too. Warm sun and a sugar sand beach. A beer in his hand. Half-naked women jumping to catch a Frisbee, jiggling. Loved that jiggling.


“Roust your butt out of bed, boy. The trout are calling our names.”


Colt growled into his pillow and bit back the caustic words he would have spoken to any other man on earth. This man, however, was his father.


He cocked open one eye and groaned. “It’s still dark.”


“Of course it’s still dark,” Ben Rafferty said. “Have you forgotten how to fish? We need to be at the water at dawn.”


Colt’s flight out of Washington yesterday had been delayed by weather. It had been midnight before he’d made it to Eternity Springs, almost two before he’d hit the sack. What he needed was sleep. “Angel Creek is right outside.”


“I fished the creek yesterday while I was waiting for you to get here. If I’d known you’d be so late arriving, I’d have gone up north and tried my hand at the Taylor River. I’ve been itching to fish there for years. We don’t have time for that today, though, so I’m thinking we should fish Hummingbird this morning. It’s only ten minutes from here, and with the grand opening kicking off at noon, this will be a busy place this morning. Fishing should be done in peace and quiet.” Then, in a quieter tone, he added, “We only have today together, son. I don’t want to miss a minute of it.”


At that, Colt rolled out of bed.


Twenty minutes later, they stood along the bank of Hummingbird Lake and made their first cast of the morning. With it Colt felt the warm, gentle blanket of peace surround him. His dad must have experienced a similar sensation, because he sighed and said, “This comes close to being a religious experience.”


“Yep. And I’ve been away from church for too long.”


Ben Rafferty glanced at him. “How long has it been since you’ve visited Eternity Springs?”


“Three years. Haven’t been back since I took the job in D.C.”


His father shook his head. “That’s a crying shame, son.”


Colt had to agree. Colorado always had been special to him. His family had vacationed in Eternity Springs every year when he was a kid, and he’d loved everything about the town. He’d started working summers up here his last two years in high school and continued that all the way through college and even grad school. His mom always said that the reason he’d stayed in academics as long as he had was because he wasn’t willing to give up his summers in the mountains.


“I wish this trip could be longer,” he admitted. “If my appointment next week was for anything other than testifying before Congress, I’d skip it.”


“That’s a difficult class to cut.” Ben Rafferty, high school science teacher, nodded sagely.


“It’s a dog and pony show, is what it is. A pain in the ass.” After a teaching stint at Georgia Tech, Colt had taken his Ph.D. in chemical engineering to the CSB, the U.S. Chemical Safety and Hazard Investigation Board, where he investigated industrial explosions. He loved the work—solving the puzzle of what happened in an incident and why and determining how to avoid a similar accident in the future—but he hated the hoops he and his team had to go through to get anything changed. They could write wonderful reports about their findings, but unless that led to change, what good did they do? “Let’s not talk about work anymore. It’ll spoil my appetite for my fish. I’m here today, and I intend to take full advantage of it. A little dose of Eternity Springs is better than nothing.”


“Amen, son.”


Thinking he’d had a hit, Colt tugged on the line. Nope. Nada. He made another cast, then laughed. “Know what I was dreaming about when you woke me up this morning? Senior trip.”


Ben Rafferty gave a long-suffering sigh. “And people think preachers’ kids are wild. Teachers’ kids are ten times worse.”


“Aw, c’mon, Dad. I wasn’t wild.”


Ben snorted. “Sure you were. You were also the most stubborn, hardheaded, determined boy on the planet. Once you got an idea in your head, there was no stopping you. Don’t see how that’s changed, either.”


“Being tenacious is an asset in my work.”


“Sure made it a challenge to be your father.”


After that, conversation lagged as the two men went about the serious business of fishing. For that stretch of time, Colt was as happy as he’d been in months. I really need to get to Colorado more often.


“Woo-hoo,” Ben called out, snagging Colt’s attention as he landed the first fish. “Better get to work, boyo. I’ll be having myself a fine trout breakfast and you’ll be eating cereal.”


“Not gonna happen.” Colt proved his claim by catching the next two, which led to some good-hearted grumbling from his father.


Time passed and Colt soaked in the peacefulness of the morning. The air carried the tangy scent of a cedar campfire, and above him a hawk soared on a subtle breeze. Worries about the upcoming committee meeting nagged at the edges of his brain, but as Ben Rafferty pulled another rainbow from Hummingbird Lake, Colt lifted his gaze toward Murphy Mountain, tucked his worries away, and allowed Eternity Springs to work its mojo on him. He was here, fishing with his dad. Life was good.


“I’m glad you could make it up here this week, Dad.”


“I am too, son. Wish the rest of the family could have come along as well, but your mom insisted that you and I needed some”—he smirked and stressed the words—“male bonding time. Personally, I think she’s laying the groundwork to take a girls’ trip with your sister. I’ve heard them whispering about a spa weekend.”


“If Mom and Molly want a spa holiday, they should come up here. I have it on good authority that Angel’s Rest has hired the best masseuse this side of the Mississippi.”


His dad glanced over at him. “Speaking of Angel’s Rest, when do I get to see this sign of yours? Ms. Blessing went on and on about it and about your artistic talent yesterday when I checked in.”


“She was happy with the sign.”


“Happy? Now there’s an understatement if I’ve ever heard one. She told me that you have enough talent to make your living as an artist.”


Colt shook his head at that nonsense and changed the subject. “I don’t know about you, but I’m thinking it’s about time for breakfast.”


“Sounds good.” His father jerked his head toward their fishing creels. “You clean ’em, I’ll cook ’em.”


“That’s a deal.”


Back at the carriage house, with the aroma of fried trout drifting on the morning air, Colt looked through the kitchen window toward a mountainside gone gloriously gold with the color of aspens in autumn and smiled. The town’s newly adopted slogan couldn’t be more suitable: Eternity Springs—it’s a little piece of heaven in the Colorado Rockies.


“I love it here, Dad. I need to visit more often.”


“Then do it.”


“How? My job is in D.C.”


Ben Rafferty slapped him on the back. “You’ll find a way to get what you want, son. You always do.”




TWO
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The marriage ceremony at St. Stephen’s couldn’t have been more lovely, Sage decided. Nic made a gorgeous bride, all ripe and plump and pregnant, and Gabe looked happy and relaxed and finally at peace. She mentioned as much to her friend, Sarah Reese, as they left the church and began the half-mile walk to the healing center on the opposite side of Angel Creek.


“Gabe is happy, he’s crazy in love,” Sarah said, her Liz Taylor–violet eyes gleaming with delight. Her short dark hair crowned an angular face and gave her a sassy look that matched her personality perfectly. Today she wore a yellow sundress and strappy heeled sandals, and she carried a bridesmaid’s bouquet of daisies. “Of course, Celeste would point out that it’s Eternity Springs doing its healing thing.”


Sage twirled her own daisy bouquet as she thought of the conversation with Celeste earlier that morning and nodded in agreement. “I think she has something there.”


Sarah shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s a little woo-woo for me. We’re not Shangri-La. There are plenty of miserable, unhappy people in Eternity Springs. I have two words for you: Marlene Lange.”


Fiftysomething and never married, Marlene made her living as a realtor, piano teacher, and choral director for the school. She rarely smiled, regularly offered her caustic opinions when they were neither needed or appreciated, and often took offense over ridiculous, imagined slights.


“Poor Marlene,” Sage said. “She had dreams of singing professionally. Did you know that? After her father had his stroke, she stayed here to help her mom care for him, and she ended up caring for her aging parents until she’d aged herself.”


“And grew bitter and unhappy and mean—thus making my point.”


Sage could have voiced the obvious—that Sarah was walking the same road and she should take care that Eternity didn’t gain a bitter baker along with its bitter realtor—but today wasn’t the day for that. She kept her mouth shut.


Sarah continued, “I think the healing center is a great idea, but if it’s successful it will be because Celeste threw enough money and manpower at it to make it work, not because of some happy-mist cloud that descends upon our valley.”


“You’re right.” Sage nodded, conceding the point. “Nevertheless, I have good feelings about the healing center’s success. I think people who visit will be glad they came, and they’ll spread the word. I believe Celeste’s Angel Plan will put Eternity Springs on the map.”


“We’re already on the map,” Sarah countered. “Only problem is, we’re a speck of dust. A pinpoint. But maybe now that we have an angel dancing on the head of our pin, we’re going to grow to be a real dot. If we become a dot, maybe I can make a living here working only one job instead of two.”


Sarah owned the Trading Post, Eternity’s only grocery store, opened and operated by Sarah’s family since 1894. A single mother of a high school senior and staring college tuition in the face, Sarah had begun baking desserts for the Bristlecone Café about five years ago to supplement her income.


Curious, Sage asked, “So if you had a choice, would you rather quit baking or stop selling groceries?”


“Groceries,” Sarah answered in a heartbeat. “If I won the lottery tomorrow, I’d hire a manager for the store, build a commercial kitchen, and bake to my little heart’s content.” Noting Sage’s smile, she asked, “Does that surprise you?”


“Not at all. You are as much an artist with shortening and flour as I am with paint.”


Sarah preened a little bit. “That’s a lovely thing to say. Thank you.”


Both women turned their heads when a red BMW convertible pulled up beside them and stopped. The driver was Sarah’s daughter, Lori. Ali Timberlake’s son, Chase, a student at the University of Colorado at Boulder, sat in the passenger seat. The two had begun dating over the past summer when Chase worked at the Double R Ranch outside of town.


“Well, now,” Sarah said, her brows arching. “Does Ali know you’re driving her car, young woman?”


“Yes, of course.” Lori tucked a strand of long dark hair behind her ear and grinned. “Don’t I look good behind this wheel, Mama? I think I need a car like this to take off to college with me next year.”


“And I need Jimmy Choo shoes to wear next time I go mountain climbing, too. Now, where is Ali?”


“My mom is right behind you.” Chase hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “She said she’d rather walk. Good decision, I say. With all the traffic in town today, you walkers are liable to beat us there, anyway.”


Sage glanced back over her shoulder and saw Ali Timberlake approaching. As the convertible pulled away, she and Sarah waited for their friend. A frequent visitor to Eternity Springs, Ali lived in Denver with her husband, Mac, a federal court judge.


“What a great outfit,” Sarah observed, eyeing Ali’s knit sweater jacket and slacks. “Ali always looks so stylish and put together. Perfect hair, perfect makeup. That blond bob of hers is never mussed. She’s pure class. I hate her.”


“Me too.”


“Sage and I decided we hate you,” Sarah said cheerfully as Ali joined them.


“Oh?” Ali asked, nonplussed. “Why is that?”


“You always look so good, you put us to shame.”


At that, the newcomer grinned delightedly. “What a lovely compliment. Thank you for the hate.”


“You’re welcome.” Sarah looped her arm through Ali’s and they continued toward Angel’s Rest.


“I didn’t see you at the church,” Sage said to Ali.


“I was almost late,” Ali explained. “Caitlin’s cross-country team had a meet yesterday that ran long, so I didn’t drive in until this morning.” She grinned a bit sheepishly, then added, “I didn’t have to stay till the bitter end of the race, but since this is her senior year, I didn’t want to miss a minute.”


“I totally understand that,” Sarah said.


For the rest of their walk, the three friends discussed Nic’s wedding and Celeste Blessing’s uncanny ability to have anticipated that Nic would need a wedding gown when she was nine months pregnant. They crossed the footbridge over Angel Creek and joined a growing crowd of visitors, where they mixed and mingled and settled in to enjoy the celebration.


The bells of St. Stephen’s church rang the noon hour as Celeste stepped up to the temporary podium erected at the entrance to her property. Watching her brought a smile to Sage’s face. For this town and its citizens, Celeste had been Santa Claus, a fairy godmother, and Glenda the Good Witch, all wrapped up in a bow. When she gracefully brought her arms out as though she were a dove unfurling her wings to take flight, Sage corrected herself. Celeste Blessing was Eternity Springs’ angel.


“Welcome, friends, neighbors, and special guests,” Celeste declared, her blue eyes sparkling. “God has blessed us with a glorious day, has He not?”


She paused while the crowd clapped and cheered, then continued, “It’s been an exciting year for Eternity Springs as we put our recovery plan into action, and I think the first order of business is to give ourselves a round of applause. Once the decision was made to move forward with the idea of establishing a healing center and spa in our fair town, everyone pitched in to make it a success. Now we have this beautiful facility, a thriving economy, and a growing population. Are we good, or what?”


As the crowd erupted into more cheers and applause, Sage scanned the estate, reflecting on the change a year can make. The centerpiece of the Angel’s Rest property was the mansion previously known as Cavanaugh House, which had been built by Ali’s ancestor in the 1880s. Spruced up by its new coat of paint, new shutters, new roof, and one entire new wing that replaced the section that had burned down almost a year ago, the house gleamed in welcome. New landscaping on the estate included inviting, bubbling pools in the hot springs park area, designed by Gabe Callahan. Recently constructed cottages and dormitories offered appealing accommodations to guests, and a small but efficient staff was in place and ready to see Celeste’s vision fulfilled. Sage was glad to be part of it.


“Now, my fellow citizens of Eternity Springs,” Celeste continued with a twinkle in her eyes. “Before the party gets started, I’d like you to recollect back to that town meeting just about a year ago when this town’s future appeared so bleak. If you’ll recall, I stood before you and said that Eternity Springs didn’t need the state of Colorado to build a prison here to save the town. I believed then and I believe today that in order for our town to thrive, it needs to free itself from the prison of its past and utilize the gifts a generous and loving God has bestowed upon it.


“I hold that Angel’s Rest offers a tool to assist Eternity Springs in doing both. Now, though our journey forward has begun, our winter is not yet behind us. We continue to face the challenge of overcoming our fears, foibles, and failings. I stand here before you today asking each of you to reach inside yourself, take ownership of your personal power, and trust it. Explore the forces of good awaiting your participation. The rebirth of spring is closer than before. Have faith, offer thanks, and believe in Eternity Springs.”


Sage glanced around and smothered a smile at the skepticism and confusion painted on many of townspeople’s faces. Celeste spoke with authority, and in the past eighteen months the people of Eternity Springs had come to respect her and listen to her, even if they didn’t always understand her.


From her position at Sage’s side, Sarah asked, “Does that make you want to run off and paint a picture like her speech did last year?”


Sage laughed. “No. I’ve already indulged my creativity today. Besides, I smell barbecue and I’m ready for lunch.”


At the podium, Celeste continued. “As some of you may know, I commissioned a sign to be created by a longtime seasonal member of our Eternity Springs family, Dr. Colt Rafferty. Colt is a brilliant man, an engineer and former college professor who now serves the citizens of our country as a safety investigator out of Washington, D.C. But at heart, Colt is an artist who creates magnificent carvings from wood, a man whose soul is fed by all the wonder that is found here in Eternity Springs. Colt and his father, Ben, another frequent visitor to our town, have joined us for today’s celebration. Colt, would you step up here and assist me with the unveiling, please?”


Sage watched a tall man dressed in jeans and a blue chambray shirt make his way forward. From her position in the front of the crowd, she noted his long, lean build, wide shoulders, and thick, wavy black hair. When he turned to face the crowd, she saw that he had blue eyes. Striking blue eyes, the color of Hummingbird Lake in summer. His face was a study of sculpted angles and masculine planes that the artist in her itched to sketch. In a tone just shy of miffed, she observed, “So, that’s the great Colt Rafferty, hmm?”


Ali looked at her friend in surprise. “You have a problem with him?”


Sage shrugged. “I’ve never met the man.”


Lori Reese sighed. “Dr. Rafferty is the reason I decided to go to college. I’m hoping all my professors look like him.”


Sarah slung an arm around her daughter’s shoulders and said, “If all your professors look like Colt Rafferty, I’m going to enroll in classes myself.”


Leaning forward, Sarah added to Ali, “Sage has had a stick up her butt about Colt ever since one of his carvings beat one of her paintings for the blue ribbon at the summer arts festival last month.”


“I haven’t had a stick up anything,” Sage fired back. “I simply didn’t think his work belonged in the local artists category since he skipped coming to Eternity Springs for three summers in a row. How can someone be considered local if they’re gone for three years?”


“Local or not, he is one fine-looking man,” Nic observed. Sage watched Colt Rafferty’s large, tanned hands grasp the cord attached to the canvas covering the sign. Celeste signaled for the middle school band student to begin the drumroll she’d arranged. The sound vibrated through Sage, and anticipation swelled within her. Suddenly she felt as if she stood at the edge of the observation point up on Sinner’s Prayer Pass, and when she tangibly felt Celeste’s knowing gaze upon her, she had but one thought in her mind.


Uh-oh.


Colt’s gaze fastened on the redhead near the front of the crowd, a beacon of fiery beauty amidst a sea of attractive blondes. My oh my. The already gorgeous mountain scenery had been upgraded significantly since his last visit to Eternity Springs. Slender but deliciously curved, the woman had flowing auburn hair that made him think of a medieval heroine in an Edmund Blair Leighton painting. Big green eyes, fair skin, a faint dusting of freckles across her nose.


He wondered who she was.


Then Celeste gave him the nod, and he turned his attention to the business at hand, giving the rope a hard yank. The canvas slipped, the sign was revealed, and Celeste waved in a flourish and declared, “Welcome to Angel’s Rest!”


Colt watched the crowd’s reaction with a measure of professional pride as they viewed the bas-relief figure of an angel in repose in front of a bubbling mountain brook, the words Angel’s Rest a cloud in the sky. He saw his dad beam and the redhead’s eyes round with reluctant appreciation. He read her lips as she said, “That is gorgeous work.”


At the podium, Celeste tapped on the microphone to recapture attention, then said, “I want you all to take a close look at the detail and artistry of Colt’s design. It’s a masterpiece, truly. Now, what you don’t know is that Colt donated his work to Angel’s Rest in support of our mission. Isn’t that lovely?”


As Celeste led the crowd in applauding him, Colt shifted his feet, gave a little embarrassed wave, and wished he’d thought to ask that she keep that quiet.


“Without further ado,” Celeste continued, “I invite you all to eat, drink, and be merry and enjoy our grand opening celebration. Lunch is ready to be served, and music and dancing will begin at two on the grassy area around the gazebo. And of course, the hot springs park designed and constructed by our own Gabe Callahan is open and ready for anyone who wants a nice therapeutic soak. Welcome, all of you, to Angel’s Rest. Thank you so much for coming.”


As the crowd near the sign began to disperse, Gabe Callahan called, “Hey, Rafferty. My wife is too busy with girl talk to break away for lunch, but I’m headed for the barbecue line. Do you and your dad want to join me?”


Colt glanced at Ben, who interrupted his conversation with the mayor to say, “You go on. I’m getting a fishing report.”


“I’m there,” Colt replied to Gabe. “It smells wonderful, and I heard a rumor that there’s ice cream from the Taste of Texas Creamery for dessert.”


“Yep. Rocky road.”


“My favorite.”


The two men made male small talk—they discussed the upcoming Denver Broncos game—as they made their way to the food line. Callahan had served as Celeste’s general contractor during the renovation and construction, so Colt had spoken with him on the phone a number of times about the design, delivery, and installation of the Angel’s Rest sign. They’d met in person for the first time today.


“So, when I saw you bright and early this morning you didn’t mention you were on your way to get married to Nic Sullivan. Congratulations. I’ve known Nic since we were kids. She’s a great woman.”


“Thanks,” Gabe replied. “We’re happy. I’m very lucky.”


He and Gabe both looked across the crowd to where Nic, Sarah, the classy blonde, and the stunning redhead stood laughing with Sarah’s daughter and a young man who Colt assumed was Lori’s boyfriend. Nic looked like a fertility goddess, he thought. “When is the baby due?”


“Anytime now,” Gabe said. “And it’s babies. Twins. We’re having twins.”


“That’s exciting.”


“I’m scared to death.”


“I can imagine. Do you know if they’re girls or boys or one of each?”


“No, Nic wanted to be surprised,” Gabe said. “Do you have children, Rafferty?”


Colt could have explained that he’d married right out of college but that his wife had wanted to wait to have kids, which turned out be a blessing because the marriage didn’t last. However, he was a guy, so all he said was, “Nope.”


Then, again because he was a guy, he asked, “Who’s the redhead?”


Gabe’s lips twisted in a slow grin. “Sage Anderson. She’s a good friend of Nic’s. She’s an artist and owns Eternity Springs’ art gallery, Vistas.”


“Oh yeah?” Colt said. Celeste had been pushing him to contact the owner of Vistas about exhibiting some of his carvings. Maybe he’d do that. “What medium?”


“She’s a painter. Her career has really taken off in the last year or so. She has a big show coming up in Texas later this year. She’s great. A really nice lady.”


Hmm. Really? She’d sure shot daggers at him—for no reason at all that he knew of. As he and Callahan reached the front of the barbecue line, Colt filled his plate, then glanced over his shoulder for one more look at the lady.


She stood conversing in a group of a half dozen or so women. Laughing at something Sarah Reese was saying, she looked so gorgeous that she stole his breath away.


On second thought, some of his wood carvings really were pretty good. “Maybe after lunch, you could introduce us? I want to show her my . . . etchings.”


Gabe snorted a laugh. “Only if I can hang around and see her reaction when you say that to her. Shoot, Celeste didn’t need to pop for a band. Something tells me you and Sage can provide all the entertainment this town needs.”




THREE


[image: image]


Sage sensed the wood-carver’s gaze upon her and stifled the urge to turn her head and stick out her tongue at him. She’d never said so much as hello to him, and he still managed to push her buttons. “Fool,” she murmured.


“What?” Sarah asked.


“I was thinking about the hot springs pools,” she improvised. “Gabe’s design has made them so inviting.”


“I totally agree,” Sarah said. “I think that—oh, Anna is waving at me. She’s watching Mom today for me, so I’d better go see what she wants. Save a place for me in the barbecue line, would you?”


“Sure,” Ali told her. As Sarah hurried off, Ali brought the conversation back to Gabe’s landscape design. “I especially like the rock work around the pool that’s off by itself.”


“I haven’t seen it yet,” Nic said. “I learned early on that the smell of sulfur and pregnancy don’t mix for me.”


A note in Nic’s voice had Sage giving her a close look. She spied lines of tension on her friend’s brow and around her mouth. Something was up. Softly she asked, “Nic?”


Nic pasted on a bright but not quite genuine smile. “In fact, even though the prevailing breeze shoots the sulfur fumes away from the estate, I’m catching a few whiffs now, so I think I’ll change my venue for a bit.” Nic linked her arm through Ali’s. “I haven’t seen the wedding gown quilt our Patchwork Angels bee completed. Ali, could I talk you into showing it to me?”


Sage thought Ali might have picked up on something in Nic’s demeanor, too, because she looked hard at Nic for a moment before brightly saying, “I’d love to show you. It’s in the Aspenglow suite, and it’s one of my very favorite rooms at Angel’s Rest.”


Nic glanced at Sage. “You’ll come with us?”


“Absolutely.”


Nic called out to Gabe, “Honey? I’m going up to the house with Ali and Sage to see our completed wedding gown quilt.”


“Okay.”


The three friends made their way toward the old Victorian mansion, others slowing their progress with greetings, comments, and questions. Once, Nic stopped beside a cottonwood tree and rested her weight against it, her eyes closed, breathing deeply.


Sage checked her watch, and Ali mouthed the words, “Oh no.” By the time they reached the house and entered through the kitchen door, Nic’s expression had tightened. The moment they were alone, Sage stated, “You’re in labor, aren’t you?”


Nic chewed her lower lip and grabbed the handle of the refrigerator for support. “Yes, I think I am. Will you check me?”


Ali’s eyes widened with concern. “Um, don’t you think we should call the doctor?”


Nic and Sage shared a look, then Sage said, “Actually, I am a doctor. I trained as a pediatric surgeon, but I’ve delivered my fair share of babies. I’ll ask you to keep that to yourself, Ali. Now, let’s get you upstairs, Nic.”


Ali held back any comment until they’d entered the Aspenglow suite and she shut the door behind them. Then as Sage ducked into the attached bathroom to wash her hands, she said, “I admit I’m surprised, Sage. Reassured for Nic, but surprised.”


Her voice tight with pain, Nic said, “It’s her deep, dark secret.”


Ali stripped the beautiful wedding gown quilt off the bed and helped Nic onto it, asking, “Why is that?”


“I don’t know.”


“I don’t talk about it,” Sage told them when she reentered the bedroom. “Especially not now. We have bigger fish to fry.”


Ali started to leave the room, but Nic said, “No, Ali. Stay. Sage might have delivered babies, but you’ve had them. I’d appreciate your input on this.”


Moments later, Sage scowled. “For crying out loud, Nicole. You must have been having contractions at the church this morning. You’re in active labor. We need to call for the helicopter.”


“It’s that close?” Nic asked as Sage offered her a hand to pull herself up to a seated position.


“Only if you don’t want your babies’ birthplace to be the top of Sinner’s Prayer Pass. You are too far along to risk going in the car.”


“Oh, dear. I really didn’t think this was it. I’ve had so many aches and pains and pressure that I kept thinking it would stop like all the other times.”


“This time it will stop with two babies being born,” Sage told her. “Not before then.”


“So, okay. Let’s call for the helicopter.” Nic grimaced as another pain hit her, then said, “Gabe probably won’t be happy.”


“No, he probably won’t,” Ali agreed.


“I don’t have my camera, either.” Nic pursed her lips in a pout. “Do you think Celeste has one around here that we could borrow?”


“I have one in my purse downstairs,” Ali said. “I’ll get it for you on our way out.”


As Sage phoned for the medical helicopter, Ali walked with Nic toward the staircase. Halfway there, Nic stopped abruptly and said, “Oh my.”


She glanced downward as fluid gushed from between her legs.


Ali took one look and called, “Sage? Her water broke.”


At that point, Nic gasped and bent over, her pain obvious. “Oh . . . Ali. I can feel . . . oh. Oh, whoa. Whoa. Whoa. They’re coming. They’re coming now!”


Sage took one look at Nic, and her stomach rolled. No, no, no. She didn’t want this. She couldn’t do this. For a few long seconds that lasted like hours, she was back in the stifling heat on a rutted dirt path, supporting the weight of a laboring mother walking to assist nature’s work.


The sound of her name was a gunshot. “Sage!”


She jerked back to the present. Nic. Her friend. I have to do this. I promised her. I can do this. I will do this.


Sage reached down deep inside of her, past the fear and the ugliness and the grief, to find Dr. Anderson. “Okay, I guess we’re doing this here,” the physician said. “Ali? You want to go get Gabe?”


“I’m on my way.”


Gabe Callahan was talking with Henry Moorland, owner of the Double R Ranch, repeating the story about the time he and his brothers had had the bright idea to ride a local rancher’s bull. “Two of my brothers are identical twins,” he said, grinning at the memory. “Mark and Luke peeled off their shirts and went into the pasture and—”


He broke off abruptly when he heard Ali Timberlake call, “Gabe!”


He whipped his head around at the note of urgency in her voice. The moment he met her concerned gaze, he started moving toward her. “Is it Nic?”


“She’s in labor. The babies are coming. Now.”


Gabe took it like a punch to the gut. She’s in labor. The babies are coming. “Okay, I’ll go get the car.”


“No, Gabe. The babies are coming now. There’s no time. Don’t worry, though. Sage is with her.” Lowering her voice, Ali added, “She’s a doctor.”


Don’t worry? Don’t worry? Grimly he asked, “Where is she?”


“Up at the house.”


He took off running.


He covered the distance to the house in record time, and bounded up the steps and into the house. “Nic?” he shouted.


“Up here, Gabe,” Sage called.


He had a lump the size of Texas in his throat as he took the stairs three at a time, following the terrifying sounds of his wife’s groans and Sage Anderson’s calm voice. “That’s good. You’re doing fine, Nic. Now, push. Push, push, push. Take a breath. Push, push, push.”


She’s pushing. In that second, due to previous experience and the refresher childbirth class he’d taken in Gunnison this past summer, Gabe recognized that the situation was indeed too far gone to transport her to Gunnison. That meant no hospital. They were doing this here. Thank God Sage is a doctor. Please, God. Please, please, please, please.


He burst into the room. “Nic?”


“Wash your hands, Gabe,” Sage instructed. She was behind Nic on the bed, supporting her body while she pushed. “That’s it, sweetheart. You’re doing great. Now rest.”


Gabe ducked into the bathroom and hurriedly washed his hands, then rushed back to Nic. “Are you okay?”


“So far, so good.” She smiled up at him tremulously. “I’m sorry, Gabe. I didn’t mean to do it this way.”


“That’s okay. I’ll yell at you about it later.” Without being told, he took Sage’s place and supported his wife just as she sucked in a breath. “Here comes another one.”


From that moment on, time passed in a weird progression of agonizingly slow seconds and fast-as-lightning minutes. The dressing table mirror was arranged in such a way that he could see what was happening at the bottom of the bed, and he only vaguely noted that Ali Timberlake arrived with a camera in hand.


“Did you track down the supply cart?” Sage asked her.


“Yes. Celeste is on her way with it now.”


“Oh, heavens,” Nic said, panting.


“Get her up,” Sage instructed. “There you go, girlfriend. Push, push, push.”


Gabe kept his gaze glued to the mirror. Nic moaned and groaned.


Sage encouraged, “Attagirl. You can do it, Nic. We’re almost there. Almost.”


Nic let out a scream and a little head popped out.


“Dear Jesus,” Gabe prayed as seconds later Nic gave another push and the baby slid out into Sage’s waiting hands.


“We have a girl,” Sage said.


For a heartbreakingly long few seconds, nothing happened, then Gabe and Nic’s daughter drew air into her lungs and let out an angry mewl.


Crying and laughing at the same time, Nic said, “She sounds like a little lamb.”


“So says the veterinarian,” Sage said as she tucked the little one securely into the crook of her arm. “Ali? How long will it take Celeste to—”


“I’m here.” The older woman blew into the room pushing a medical cart. “I decided it was easier to bring the whole thing. Colt carried it up for me. What do you need?”


“Sterile scissors, to begin with,” Sage said.


With Celeste acting as a competent assistant, Sage saw to the baby’s immediate needs, then handed her to her mother. “You three say a quick hello, because there is more work here to be done.”


Tears were flowing down Nic’s face as she cradled their daughter against her. “Oh, look, Gabe. She’s beautiful. Isn’t she beautiful?”


She was a wrinkly, squiggly thing covered with blood and cheesy-looking stuff, but he agreed. “Absolutely gorgeous.”


Love filled his heart as he watched his daughter and her mother, and when the memory of another birth arose in his mind, he refused to let it steal his joy. He would never forget the son he had lost or the woman who had given birth to him, but this was a moment for the future, not the past. Then Nic let out another groan, and he focused his mind on the present.


“I need another pair of arms here,” Sage said. “Celeste? Ali? One of you take the baby.”


“Let me,” Sarah Reese said. Just when she’d joined the gathering, Gabe didn’t know, but he was glad to have her here. It felt right for Nic to have her closest friends with her now. Sarah held out her arms and cradled the baby, now swaddled in the receiving blanket Celeste had brought along with the medical cart. “Well, now. Aren’t you the prettiest little thing?”


“A little angel,” Celeste said.


At that point things got busy again. Twelve minutes later, Nic delivered Gabe’s second little girl.


By that time, a crowd had gathered downstairs and the helicopter was waiting to take them to the hospital. After a brief discussion and a phone consultation between Sage and the obstetrician in Gunnison, the decision was made to send the bird back without any patients. Nic and the girls were doing fine.


Nic and the girls. His girls.


Emotion shuddered through him, and Gabe closed his eyes and fought back tears. Celeste shooed him out of the room to announce the births to those gathered downstairs while the women tidied up. He was glad to have a brief escape. He needed to get hold of his emotions before he broke down and bawled like a baby.


Walking to the landing and gazing down at the gathering in sort of a shell-shocked gaze, Gabe felt a sense of belonging that went all the way to the bone. As he fumbled for words to express himself, Lori Reese lost patience.
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