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				Praise for Emily March’s heartwarming romances:

				‘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, New York Times bestselling author

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

				‘Readers will be breathless as Eternity Springs works its romantic magic once again’ Publishers Weekly (starred review)

				‘A brilliant writer you’ll love creates a world you’ll never want to leave’ Susan Mallery, New York Times bestselling author

				‘A heartfelt story of family, community, second chances, and the power of love’ Susan Wiggs, New York Times bestselling author
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				Six years ago, Chase Timberlake bought an engagement ring for his high-school sweetheart Lori Reese. Then life got in the way and their happily ever after never came to pass.

				When Chase’s jet-setting life takes a tragic turn, he returns to Eternity Springs a damaged man. But long summer days spent with Lori rekindles the love that never died and Chase dares to dream of a future he’d thought lost.

				But Lori can’t help wondering whether this high-flying man really wants a small-town girl with roots sunk deep into the Colorado Rockies. Can she and Chase turn back the hands of time and pick up where they left off – and give forever a chance?

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

				Lori Reese awoke to the sensation of teeth nibbling that sweet spot on her neck that invariably made her shiver. “Mmm . . .” She groaned as she opened her eyes. Her gaze sought her bedside clock and dismay washed through her. “I have class in fifteen minutes.”

				“Skip it.” Chase Timberlake’s husky voice rumbled against her ear.

				Lori instinctively arched against the big hand that traced a slow caress across the naked curve of her hip. They’d fallen into her bed within twenty minutes of his arrival for a long weekend visit, his second in as many weeks, and she was in no hurry to leave it. Unfortunately, staying in bed wasn’t an option. “It’s my anatomy and physiology class. I can’t skip it.”

				“Sure you can. I’ll teach you everything you need to know about anatomy.” He nipped at her earlobe and added, “I’m an expert.”

				“Chase,” she protested, even as she suppressed a smile. “That’s a terrible line.”

				Swiping the rough pad of his thumb across the sensitive flesh of her nipple, he asked, “Are you calling me a liar?”

				“No.” She groaned.

				He rolled her beneath him and his brown eyes gleamed wickedly as he challenged, “Be daring, be bold.” He stroked her lower lip with the tip of his tongue. “Be bad.”

				“You are bad enough for both of us.”

				“It’s a talent of mine,” he quipped. “I practice.”

				Yet, “bad” wasn’t the proper term for Chase, Lori knew. He was actually very good at what he did, though what he did wasn’t ordinary. Despite having earned his business degree from the University of Colorado, Chase continued to work at what had been his summer job—guiding white-water rafting trips from April through October on the Gunnison and Colorado Rivers. Rafting had become his obsession. He had a bucket list of rivers he wanted to raft in his lifetime, and Lori had no doubt that he’d ride each one. Off-season, he led backcountry skiing tours for an outfitter out of Durango. He claimed that he was still trying to decide what to do when he grew up.

				In contrast, Lori had known what she wanted to be since a school field trip to the veterinary clinic in Creede, Colorado, in the third grade. Due to the brutally competitive nature of vet school admissions, she didn’t dare spend the entire afternoon rolling between the sheets with Chase. She braced her hands against his chest. “I’m not the ‘bad’ type. I’m responsible and boring.”

				“Not true. Responsible, yes. Boring? Never. You, Lori my love, are as exciting as Class VI rapids. As exhilarating as backcountry skiing.” He dipped his head and licked the valley between her breasts. “As thrilling as skydiving.”

				His lips trailed lower and weakened Lori’s resistance. She tried once more. “The professor gives pop quizzes.”

				“I can do that. For twenty points, name this part.” He slid inside her, stretching her, filling her.

				“Mr. Happy.”

				“Half credit. Mr. Happy is too . . . perky.”

				“No fair. It fits.” She rolled her hips and sighed. “He’s perennially perky.”

				“Okay, three-quarter credit, then. Full credit goes to Hammer of Thor. Now, quit arguing and let’s get to the pop part of this quiz.”

				Lori was late to class. Very late. And sure enough, she walked in on a quiz. Her stomach sank and she swallowed a groan as she took her seat, hoping that today’s lecture had been about something she’d already studied.

				She scored a seventeen and left the classroom fighting back tears. She wanted to blame Chase, but she knew that wouldn’t be fair. He hadn’t tied her to the bed.

				Though he’d offered to try it if she thought that was something she’d like.

				The hot, muggy south-central Texas weather didn’t improve her mood as she trudged across the campus toward the student center where she had arranged to meet Chase. She was so angry at herself. Chase Timberlake could tempt an angel to sin when his eyes took on that adventurous gleam and he flashed that wicked grin. And she was certainly no angel.

				But she was a serious student. Hadn’t she learned the importance of education firsthand while watching her single mother struggle? Wasn’t she determined not to repeat her mom’s mistake of letting hormones and a hot guy change the course she’d plotted for her life? So why the heck had she thrown all her good intentions out the window this afternoon at the first touch of his oh-so-talented lips?

				“Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.” Muttering softly, she rehearsed what she needed to say to him. “You’ve graduated. I still have years of college and professional school ahead of me. I can’t skip classes. I can’t neglect my study time. I have goals. I must always be on top of my game. Otherwise, I won’t get into vet school and if I don’t get into vet school . . .” Sudden tears flooded her eyes at the thought. She hurriedly wiped them away when she heard her roommate call her name.

				“OMG, Lori,” Molly Stapleton said. “I finally met your hunk. He’s so hot!”

				Lori’s lips fluttered with a smile. “You’ve been to the apartment?”

				“I forgot my history textbook. Chase was coming out of the shower wearing nothing but your fluffy pink towel. I told him pink was a good color for him. Makes a lovely contrast to his brown eyes. Though I admit I had a hard time tearing my stare away from his shoulders. Holy cow, Lori. He’s built like a god.”

				“Rafting is a physical occupation. All that paddling.”

				“Well, all I can say is . . .” Molly gave her auburn hair a toss and winked. “Row, row, row your boat.”

				Lori couldn’t help but laugh. “Better not let your Andrew hear you talk like that.”

				Molly waved off the concern. “A little jealousy won’t hurt him. I’m shallow that way. Besides, I haven’t been feeling it for Andrew lately.”

				“I knew it,” Lori declared. “You’re interested in that guy who chatted you up at the post office the other day, aren’t you? Your old boyfriend. What’s his name? Jimmy?”

				“Charlie. Charlie Malone.”

				Recognizing the note of interest in her friend’s voice, Lori deduced that she’d seen the last of ol’ Andrew.

				The roommates parted ways as Molly headed for a bus stop and Lori continued on to the student center. Entering the building, she made her way to the flag room where she and Chase had arranged to meet. She glanced around, didn’t see him, and decided to check the coffee shop. No Chase.

				The return route to the flag room took her past the art gallery where, to her surprise, she spied him speaking animatedly with a man and woman. She glanced at the exhibit poster propped on a display easel beside the door and read: “Adventures in Photography by George Overstreet, Class of 1979. Artist reception five p.m.”

				The university regularly hosted special exhibits on football weekends, so she wasn’t surprised to see a special event in the gallery. Nor was she surprised that the word “adventure” had pulled Chase in. It was the one thing Lori feared she couldn’t compete with where her lover was concerned.

				Chase’s back was to her when she stepped into the room, so he didn’t notice her arrival. Lori studied the couple who were the focus of her boyfriend’s attention. The man was in his fifties, she guessed, with snowy, disheveled hair and a beard that needed trimming. He wore a sport coat with elbow patches, a checked bow tie, and dress boots that shone. A character, Lori decided.

				The woman was the type whom Lori always found intimidating. Petite with sable-colored hair piled artfully atop her head, she was beautiful and quite a bit younger than her companion—near to her mom’s age, Lori guessed—but with that rich, classy look that reminded her of Chase’s mother, Ali. She wore a little black dress, pearls, and an air of sophistication that Lori couldn’t pull off on a bet with a thousand-dollar budget. Moving closer, she heard Chase say, “. . . somewhere I’ve always wanted to visit. After seeing your photographs, I definitely want to go there.”

				“My husband’s photography is spectacular,” the woman said, looping her arm through her companion’s. “You must see the rainbow he captured above Kalambo Falls on the border of Tanzania and Zambia. It’s on this wall.”

				Lori hung back and eavesdropped as Chase admired the photo in question and quizzed the photographer about cameras and lenses and lighting and filters. Photography was a new hobby of his, and this exhibit had certainly captured his interest. She’d seldom heard this much animation in his tone.

				Curiously, a wave of unease washed over her at the realization.

				The trio moved from photo to photo, and Chase’s attention remained focused on the art. Lori tugged her phone from the pocket of her jeans and checked the time. Almost half an hour now past the time they’d arranged to meet. He was totally and completely distracted, and Lori found herself growing annoyed. Her boyfriend needed to have more respect for her time.

				Abruptly, she turned and left the gallery without making her presence known and took a seat near the entrance to the flag room. She’d give him five more minutes—ten at the most—then she was outta here.

				He showed up in eight, a sheepish grin on his face, his dark eyes gleaming with excitement. “Sorry, sweetheart. I got talking to the guy in the art gallery. Have you seen his photographs? They’re fascinating. He has the coolest job ever. He travels around the world taking action photographs of people participating in extreme sports. He just returned from Bali and guess what? He has a home and studio in Vail. He’s invited me to go see it.”

				Chase babbled on enthusiastically for a few moments until he finally noticed that Lori wasn’t saying much at all. His voice trailed off, and he gazed at her a long minute. “What’s wrong, Glitterbug?”

				“I don’t know. What could possibly be wrong?” she snapped. “I love to stand around twiddling my thumbs waiting for my boyfriend to remember I exist after I skipped class to have sex with him. And it was only one little quiz. So what if I made a seventeen? It’s better than a seven.”

				His eyes widened, realization dawned, and then he grimaced and gave her a hug. “Yikes. I’m sorry, Lori. My fault. Coming in a day early was a bad idea. I was just so anxious to see you. I miss you so much when we’re apart. October first can’t get here fast enough.”

				Lori shut her eyes, torn in two completely opposite directions as so often happened where Chase was concerned. When she’d first gone off to college, they’d agreed to date other people. They both anticipated a friendly end to their romance. Instead, dating others only proved the adage that absence makes the heart grow fonder, and last summer, they declared themselves exclusive once again—though they’d yet to share the news with their respective families.

				She’d been thrilled when he announced his intention to find a job in College Station at the end of the rafting season. Maintaining a long-distance relationship was difficult. She missed him terribly, too, when they were apart.

				But at the same time, having him around complicated her life in ways she hadn’t anticipated. Having him around produced seventeens on A&P quizzes. Her temper faded, replaced with despair. As wetness flooded her eyes, she abruptly shoved to her feet. “I need to walk.”

				He followed her, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans. Lori charted a course across the older section of campus toward her very favorite spot, a bench beneath the spreading branches of a huge live oak known as the Century Tree. Seated, she gripped the bench with both hands and stared at the green, sun-dappled grass in front of her.

				“It’s not your fault, Chase. I’m a big girl. I’m responsible for the decisions I make, the actions I take—good and bad.” She drew in a deep breath, then exhaled in a rush. “I have no willpower when you are around. I can’t say no to you. I don’t want to say no, but I need to say no. You know?”

				“I know.” He picked up her hand and kissed her knuckles.

				She drew a deep breath, then exhaled in a rush. “I don’t think you should move to College Station.”

				Chase dropped her hand and shoved his hands in his pockets. His fingers brushed the ring he’d been carrying for almost a week. “You’re dumping me?”

				“No, I’m not dumping you. I love you.”

				“You love me, so you don’t want me around.” He gave a stone at his feet a vicious kick. “Right. Makes perfect sense.”

				A pleading note entered her voice. “You distract me, Chase, and I can’t afford to be distracted. Not this semester. Or next semester. Maybe by next year I’ll be better able to handle my studies and have a life, too, but right now . . . I made a seventeen today, Chase. A seventeen!”

				He could hear the fear in her voice, and even as he wanted to dismiss it, part of him wished that he’d found something to be as passionate about as she had. Another part of him resented the fact that she wasn’t as passionate about him as she was about her professional goals.

				Chase was in love with Lori. Flat-out, head over heels, crazy in love. She was everything he wanted, all that he needed. She was smart. Generous. Witty.

				Sexy.

				She made him laugh. Made him horny. She was a loyal friend with a fierce, courageous heart. His family all loved her almost as much as he did.

				Yet, he wasn’t blind to her faults. Lori was a whole helluva lot of work. She had trust issues. She had daddy issues. She had a head as hard as granite. Chase reminded himself that he truly believed she’d be worth the work in the end, but in the meantime, he needed to be patient. He needed to respect her anxieties, and in truth, he could see her point. He was a distraction. It didn’t help that they were now in two different stages of life.

				He’d love nothing more than to travel the world with her, but he tried not to worry that she didn’t have the same sense of wanderlust as he. She was strong and steady, the kind of woman a man always wanted to come home to—wherever home happened to be.

				He wanted to be with her more often than they managed now. He loved her. He missed her. Long-distance relationships sucked. Always ready to make plans on the fly, he rolled out an alternate idea he’d previously considered and discarded. “I wanted to talk to you about that, Lori. I planned to do it after dinner. I’m afraid I haven’t had any luck finding anything that suits my training or degree. Lots of jobs in this town. So far, though, nothing for me.”

				She blinked rapidly. “You’re not moving to Texas?”

				He read both disappointment and relief in her evergreen eyes, and he told himself that his feelings weren’t hurt, his pride wasn’t pricked. “Not College Station. I was thinking of looking for something in Dallas or Houston. We could spend Saturdays together.”

				“I’d love that,” Lori said with a heartfelt sigh, her whole body easing.

				He tucked the diamond solitaire a little deeper into his pocket. Patience, man. Patience.

				The word became his mantra throughout the following months, the engagement ring a constant in his pocket whenever he was due to see Lori. He didn’t move to Texas. George Overstreet, the photographer he’d met in College Station, hired him to be his personal outdoors guide when his river job came to a close, and by Thanksgiving, Chase had found his new vocation—outdoors photography.

				George proved to be an extraordinary mentor who recognized and channeled Chase’s natural talent. Despite the fact that opportunities assisting George arose and caused Chase to miss a couple of weekends with Lori, she supported and encouraged his newfound interest. “I think it’s wonderful you’ve found your passion,” she told him at Christmas when he sat working up the nerve to pull the ring from his pocket. “I think it makes such a difference in life.”

				You are my passion, he wanted to say. But he swallowed the words, even as he stilled his hand from reaching into his pocket for the ring. She didn’t seem to notice that the gifts he gave her for Christmas lacked a one big “wow” present like he’d given her in previous years.

				In February, he had the opportunity to travel with George to South America for a photo shoot to support a pitch that George’s friend and former Olympic athlete Lana Wilkerson was making to the cable TV networks, so Chase missed spending Valentine’s Day with Lori. Lori’s trip to Australia with her mother claimed her spring break in March. Their happenstance discovery of her father, Cam Murphy, aboard a boat named Bliss in a marina near Cairns not only shook Lori to her soul, but also changed her summer plans. She took an internship on a horse farm in Virginia rather than return to Eternity Springs and risk further contact with the man who’d left her mother to raise their daughter alone. She was angry with her dad. Hurt at the world and not in the mood to talk to Chase about it. It drove a wedge between the two of them that summer.

				Chase never did offer Lori that ring.

				Inevitably, distance and different life directions created a gulf between them that neither one could bridge. They didn’t fight. They didn’t have an official breakup event. They simply . . . stopped.

				Lori did change her name—she took her father’s when he married her mother shortly before her junior year in college. She achieved her goal and returned to Colorado to attend vet school and to assume her new family role—that of big sister to a new little brother.

				Chase’s pursuit of his vocation took him all over the world. He had just turned twenty-eight when he finally did pull an engagement ring out of his pocket.

				He gave it to another woman.
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				PRESENT DAY
ETERNITY SPRINGS, COLORADO

				Lori Murphy sat in a pedicure chair at Angel’s Rest Healing Center and Spa and sank her aching feet into the heated, lavender-scented water. “Oh, that feels good. My feet are killing me.”

				Seated in the chair next to her, Caitlin Timberlake looked up from her magazine. “Busy day sticking your hand up a horse’s rump?”

				Lori smirked. “No veterinary work for me today. I did something worse. I helped Mom at the bakery. She had so many orders to fill she even dragged Dad into work. I cannot believe that after a month of holiday eating, so many people want her cinnamon rolls to serve at the breakfast buffets of their New Year’s Eve parties.”

				“It’s one final sin before starting your diet. And your mom’s cinnamon rolls are as sinful as it gets.” Caitlin pulled a tabloid newspaper from a stack on a small table between the two chairs. “Speaking of sin, get a load of this.”

				Lori noted the magazine’s early December date, then read the front-page headline aloud. “ ‘Man’s Head Explodes in Barber Chair’?”

				“Page four.”

				Lori flipped to page four and scanned the photographs. Chase. I should have known.

				Honestly, Lori would have preferred viewing photos of the exploding head.

				She took a moment to reinforce her emotional walls, then spoke in a casual tone. “Monte Carlo. Saint-Tropez. The Amalfi Coast. Glitz and glamour galore. I gotta admit, I’m shocked they’re getting married in little old provincial Eternity Springs.”

				“The wedding is six weeks away,” Caitlin said. “A miracle could still happen. Maybe you could talk to him, Lori. You know he’s here in town, don’t you? Skipped coming for Christmas, but shows up two days afterward. A surprise, he’d told Mom. Gonna visit three whole days. Big whoop-de-doo, if you ask me.”

				Lori managed to maintain her calm. No, she hadn’t heard that Chase had come to town. Well, she could handle a three-day visit. It wasn’t like he was moving here, after all. “I will talk to him. I’ll wish him much happiness in his marriage.”

				“That’s not what I meant.” Caitlin’s expression went glum as her gaze fastened on the photograph of her brother. Movie-star handsome in a black tie and three-day scruff, Chase rolled dice at a craps table, a tall, beautiful blonde resting her hand possessively on his shoulder. “I guess she’s nice enough. She does make an effort with the family, and she seems to genuinely like Chase. But that doesn’t make her the right woman for him. She is so wrong for my brother! Don’t you see it, Lori?”

				Lori would sooner kick a puppy than comment on that.

				Caitlin didn’t notice her lack of response as she continued her rant. “I’ll bet you a hundred dollars that she gets Botox for her wrinkles. Stephen’s wife says she’s already had a face-lift. And of course, everyone knows she’s had a boob job because that was obvious in those old Sports Illustrated swimsuit photos. Which, by the way, is something else I don’t get. Chase was always all about nature. What’s natural about boobs that lie like little Murphy Mountains on top of her chest? What is it about boobs that make men so stupid, anyway?”

				Lori’s mouth twisted. “Well, she is an on-air personality so her appearance is important.”

				Caitlin sniffed with disdain. “You’d think her wedding would be important to her. She hasn’t bought a dress yet. Can you believe that? And she’s turned almost all of the arrangements over to Mom.”

				Lori had already heard that bit of gossip from her own mother. “I’m sure it will be lovely. Your mother does everything with class.”

				“True.” Caitlin sighed down at the casino photograph once more. “That’s another reason why it’s hard to believe that Chase is going to marry her. I thought men married women like their mothers. Lana Wilkerson is nothing at all like Mom.”

				Lori idly flipped the newsprint to another page and the photograph of a bare-chested Chase rubbing sunscreen on his fiancée’s back. A memory flashed in her mind, accompanied by a twinge of regret she didn’t want to recognize.

				Once upon a time, Chase had rubbed sunscreen onto her back, his touch gentle and thrilling. However, the apartment pool deck in College Station, Texas, was a very, very long way from the French Riviera.

				“Your mom is the prototypical traditional mom. Chase was never one to be happy with traditional.”

				“If that’s true, then more the fool he. Although . . .” Caitlin cut a sharp gaze toward Lori. “I don’t know that I agree with that. He would have been happy with you.”

				“Let it go, Caitlin. That ship sailed long ago.”

				Just then the door swept open and Chase’s bride-to-be blew inside. Porcelain skin gone rosy with the cold stretched over high cheekbones that spoke to her Slavic ancestry. The reality TV star wore her thick blond hair piled carelessly high upon her head and diamond studs sparkled in the lobes of her ears. Long dark lashes framed big blue eyes. Her red cashmere sweater clung to her curves like a second skin. A three-carat square-cut diamond glittered on her finger.

				Lana Wilkerson was a vibrant force of nature—bold, beautiful, and bigger than life. As Lori buried the tabloid beneath a stack of hairstyle magazines, she felt herself shrinking and shriveling like a raisin left out in the summer sun.

				“Hello, ladies,” Lana said, her voice bright, her smile wide and white and perfect.

				Lori’s tongue automatically went to that little space between her teeth behind her upper incisor.

				“What a glorious day, is it not? Caitlin, I’m so sorry I’m late for our spa date. Chase took me skiing today, and we made one too many runs. Fabulous conditions on the mountain. Simply fabulous.”

				She launched into a tale about Chase’s wild and reckless ways speeding down a Black Diamond hill that had Lori cringing while Lana’s gorgeous eyes sparkled with excitement. Lori darted Caitlin a sidelong glance, looking to see if Chase’s sister recognized how well her brother and this woman suited. If Lori had been the woman skiing with him, she’d have done so with her heart in her throat and visions of falls, broken bones, and traumatic brain injuries running through her head. Upon reaching the end of the run, she’d have lit into him like a firecracker rather than hug him with joy.

				Neither one of them would have been happy.

				Liar, her inner voice proclaimed. His sense of adventure and daring had been one of the things that appealed most to her about Chase.

				Her mother still joked that instead of giving Lori the middle name of Elizabeth, she should have gone with “Responsible.” That aspect of Lori’s personality was the result of having grown up with a single mother who worked her fingers to the bone to make ends meet and atone to her parents for her Big Mistake—getting pregnant by the town bad boy before he got sent off to jail.

				Then when Lori was seventeen, Chase Timberlake had walked into her grandparents’ grocery store, and over the next few years, taught Lori all about temptation.

				Lana snickered at something the nail technician said, and Lori realized that the older woman’s laugh was as lovely as her face. Lori watched her win over the customers in the salon one by one. No wonder Chase had fallen for her. The real question was, why had the Timberlake women not?

				She pondered the problem while the nail tech finished her pedicure. Family dynamics were a weird animal. Lori knew that firsthand. Wasn’t her own situation fraught with tension from time to time?

				She had wanted nothing to do with her father when he returned to Eternity Springs with an adoptive son in tow after years of living the good life in Australia. She’d been angry at Cam and jealous of Devin. He’d had a relationship with her father—he’d had a father—when she had not. Then when her parents reconciled, she’d been forced to adjust to sharing the mother whom she’d had to herself for her entire life.

				Baby Michael’s arrival had added more complexities to the mix. Lori loved her little brother desperately, but that didn’t prevent her from experiencing moments of sibling rivalry that made her feel more like a child than an adult. As Lori Reese, she’d known exactly where she fit in the family of two. Sometimes in Lori Murphy’s expanded family, she didn’t know her role.

				Lori’s gaze drifted toward Chase’s sister and she thought about his mother. She’d admired Ali Timberlake ever since she met her. The woman was all class, and according to local gossip, she never said a word against her son’s choice of bride. But anyone who knew her could see she struggled with the idea of being mother-in-law to Lana Wilkerson. The age difference between Lana and Caitlin certainly didn’t make a “sisters” relationship any easier, either. Lori realized she actually felt a little bit sorry for Lana—emphasis on the “little.” Navigating Timberlake family dynamics would be a Black Diamond challenge for Chase’s wife.

				With her nails now painted a subtle rose pink, Lori moved to the drying table. A few moments later, Caitlin took the seat on her right. The two friends chatted about their New Year’s plans, and Lori was almost dry and ready to leave when Lana took the seat opposite her. She slipped nails painted a tangerine orange beneath the ultraviolet light and beamed a friendly smile toward Lori. “I need to apologize. Your face is familiar so I’m sure we must have met on one of my previous visits to Eternity Springs, but I don’t remember. May we start over? I’m Lana Wilkerson, soon-to-be Timberlake.”

				They had been introduced more than once, but Lori wasn’t going to let the lack of recognition bother her. Celebrities met so many people. “I’m Lori Murphy.”

				“Oh. Of course.” The older woman winced prettily. “We have met before. You’re Chase’s Lori. His ‘one that got away.’ ”

				The comment flabbergasted Lori and she fumbled for a response. Lana didn’t seem to notice. She bubbled on about the New Year’s Eve party she and Chase planned to attend at their producer’s vacation home in Aspen the following night. “I’m sorry we’re going to miss the party here, but our producer is bringing in some Hollywood movers and shakers, and he’s demanded our attendance. At least we’re not going to miss the bowl-game-watching party tonight at the community center. Chase is so looking forward to that. He loves watching college football with his dad. Family is so important to him. To us both.”

				She flashed her perfect smile toward Caitlin and added, “I’ve always wanted a sister, and now I’ll have Caitlin.”

				Caitlin’s smile went tight. Lana didn’t seem to notice.

				Lori decided her nails had dried long enough. She stood, saying brightly, “I think I’m dry. It was nice to see you, Lana.”

				“You, too, Lori. We will see you tonight at the party, won’t we? I know it’s going to be wonderful because Ali is in charge. She’s fabulous. I don’t know what I would have done without her to oversee wedding arrangements. She has everything organized perfectly. Chase is that way when it comes to work, you know. I depend on him for so much more than still photography.”

				Lori’s gaze shifted to the stack of magazines where she’d buried the tabloid. Yeah, like rubbing on sunscreen.

				“Yes, I will be there,” Lori said, wondering if it was too late to change her plans. “The guy I’m dating is a serious college-football fan.”

				“Wonderful. I know Chase is looking forward to catching up with people whom he hasn’t seen in a while, and I can’t wait to meet more of his friends.”

				Lori recalled that comment later that evening as she carried a bowl of guacamole to one of the refreshment tables and saw that Chase had arrived while she’d been in the kitchen helping his mother. It was the first time Lori had seen him in person in months. She watched with a reluctant fascination as he introduced Lana around the room.

				They did make a glamorous pair. In keeping with the collegiate theme of the night, they wore CU colors, Chase in black and Lana in a gold lamé dress and black and gold stilettos.

				“She’s way overdressed.” A familiar hand swooped in to snag a spoonful of guacamole for a plate piled high with crudités. Lori smiled at her undergrad college roommate, Molly Malone, and her husband, Charlie, who carried a plate filled with chips and sour cream dip.

				“Of course, he is, too,” Charlie added, dipping a tortilla chip into the guacamole on his wife’s plate and popping it into his mouth.

				Molly nodded. “Never thought I’d see your Chase wear a designer sport coat to a football-watching party and work a room like a politician.”

				He’s not my Chase. And Lori realized—a bit to her own surprise—that she was mostly okay with that. The photos Caitlin had shown her earlier had been a graphic demonstration of just how much he’d changed from the young man she’d known and loved. “It’s hard to see the river rat when he’s dressed like a model. You can certainly see her influence.”

				Molly shrugged and wrinkled her nose. “I liked the old Chase better. I’ll never forget the Aggies-versus-Colorado game when he yelled himself hoarse during the Buffalos’ goal-line stand. This Chase is way too civilized and sophisticated for that much fun. What do you want to bet that he rides a polo pony? And goes on fox hunts.”

				“When he’s not riding an Olympic athlete,” Charlie suggested, his tongue planted firmly in his cheek.

				Molly elbowed him in the side. “What?” He arched a brow toward Lori. “Too soon?”

				“No,” Lori replied with a fleeting smile. “Actually a little humor is just what I needed. Have I mentioned how glad I am that you two decided to spend your anniversary in Eternity Springs this year? You’re the only people I know who aren’t giving me ‘poor, pitiful Lori’ looks.”

				“Always happy to provide moral support,” Charlie said.

				“Not that you need it considering who you’re dating.” Molly patted her hand over her heart. “Brick Callahan. Capital Y-U-M in Wranglers and a cowboy hat. If I wasn’t a happily married woman . . .”

				“Hey, now,” Charlie protested.

				“You’re so easy to tease.” Molly flashed a grin and leaned over to kiss his cheek. To Lori, she said, “I don’t know why anyone would think that you’re pining away for Chase. It’s been years since the two of you dated. And you were the one who dumped him, not vice versa.”

				“I didn’t dump him.” Lori shied away from the memory of the hurt, the mourning, she’d experienced when she’d realized he’d quit visiting. Quit calling. Quit e-mailing. As had she. “It was a mutual decision.”

				She guessed that’s what it had been, anyway. She wasn’t all that sure. The months following the trip to Australia and her father’s return to Eternity Springs were a blur. She’d been an emotional wreck and physically and mentally exhausted due to challenges on the academic front. Chase had been . . . away.

				He’d been traveling all over the world with George Overstreet and been nowhere around when she’d needed him the most. It had been all too easy for her to draw the parallel between Chase and Cam. Like she’d wanted anything to do with another man with wanderlust at that point in her life!

				The ghost of remembered resentment fluttered through her. She gave her head a little shake to chase it away, then repeated her usual comment whenever asked about Chase. “We were young.”

				“Well . . . apparently young isn’t something Chase worries about, is it?” Charlie observed. “What I want to know is, is he the trophy husband or is she the trophy wife?”

				“Doesn’t matter. Chase is yesterday.” Molly motioned toward the door. “Mr. Today just walked in. Is he wearing shoulder pads beneath that maroon and white jersey?”

				“No,” Lori said, her heart warming to see that despite his allegiance to another university, Brick wore Aggie gear in what she recognized as a silent show of support. “The man has Callahan shoulders. Broad as the plains of West Texas.”

				And he’d come to offer her a little lean time. Broad shoulders, a lady-killer grin, and a heart of gold.

				Too bad they’d never be more than good friends.
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				On the second day of January, Chase sat in his rental car in front of his parents’ home on property near Heartache Falls above Eternity Springs and wondered what the heck was the matter with him. At the New Year’s Eve party in Aspen, Lana had told one of the financial backers of Thrillseekers, Inc., that Chase had never met a dare he wouldn’t take. He hadn’t argued the point. Nothing made him happier than going one-on-one against Mother Nature. He thrived on challenges and excelled on tests.

				Why, then, was he scared to get out of this SUV and knock on his parents’ front door?

				Because Mom is going to tear a strip off your hide when you tell her your news, that’s why.

				He shivered, more at the thought of his mother’s wrath than from the bitter winter chill beginning to seep into the parked automobile. Snow fell heavily now, the flakes big as quarters. Another minute dragged by. He drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, his stare lingering on the Christmas tree visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the great room. Christmas at the Timberlakes’. Blinking lights. A hodgepodge of ornaments collected through the years. A fire in the hearth. Warmth. Family. Love.

				Timberlake family tradition dictated that the house remain decorated until Epiphany. Chase liked a later start and finish to the Christmas season—no red and green before Thanksgiving for him—and he’d lobbied for it at the New York apartment he and Lana shared. She’d had different ideas. She’d had their tree down and out of the building by sundown on December 25.

				It had been a damned lonely Christmas.

				Chase had missed spending the day with his family, missed his mother’s traditional Christmas dinner and the boisterousness of the gift exchange with his siblings. Missed being in Eternity Springs.

				He’d grown up in Denver, so this wasn’t the home of all his childhood Christmases. However, this log house with its spectacular view of five of Colorado’s “fourteeners”—peaks that rise more than fourteen thousand feet above sea level—had become the home of his heart from the moment his parents rolled out the architect’s plans in the yurt a short hike away from here where they’d been living at the time. The family had spent the past four—or was it five now?—Christmases here, and Chase hadn’t realized how much the holiday at Heartache Falls meant to him until he’d missed being part of it. Not that he hadn’t enjoyed the traditions that Lana had attempted to establish in its place, and he did appreciate that she’d tried.

				Nor did he blame her for his dissatisfaction with the day. After all, remaining in New York for Christmas had been his idea. He’d felt that he owed her an opportunity to create traditions that suited them both, and with a Valentine’s Day wedding in Eternity Springs just around the corner, this had seemed like the perfect year to skip a holiday trip to Colorado. Mom always went a little batty at Christmas, anyway, and though she hid it well, Lana invariably went on the defensive when she got around the female members of his family.

				He couldn’t blame her for that, either. Despite the fact that he’d never told his family just how serious his relationship with Lori had become while she was away at school, he knew that all the Timberlakes had harbored hopes that they’d eventually end up together. Caitlin, especially, wore her emotions on her sleeve, and she had made it clear to Lana at their very first meeting that she didn’t measure up. Since things were dicey enough as it was between the women in his life, he’d seen no sense in adding the baggage of holiday emotions into the mix.

				Of course, then the last-minute command-performance party in Aspen had come up, so they’d made a Colorado trip after all, leaving Manhattan early on the morning of the twenty-seventh. Mom had cried at the happy surprise. “Wonder if I’ll make her cry tonight?” he murmured.

				Focused on the blinking angel tree topper inside the house as he sat lost in thought, he didn’t notice movement coming up alongside the car. Knuckles rapped against the driver’s side window. Startled, Chase turned his head to see his dad.

				Now in his fifties, Mac Timberlake had gone gray at the temples in a way that was fitting for a former federal judge turned small-town lawyer. His stare burned through the window, and as Mac made a rolling motion with his finger, Chase forced himself not to revert to childhood and squirm.

				He thumbed the power window button. The glass slid down and bitter cold swept into the car along with the rush of falling water from nearby Heartache Falls. “Hey, Dad.”

				“You planning to sit out here all night?” Mac asked. “Your mother says you’ve been here for at least twenty minutes. She’s worried you’re going to freeze to death.”

				“Sorry. I . . . uh . . .” He gestured toward the cell phone lying on the seat beside him. It wasn’t a lie. He’d been finishing up a call with the airline when he’d arrived.

				His father looked at him hard. “When you left here the other day, you weren’t planning to return until February.”

				“Right.”

				When he didn’t elaborate, his father’s stare grew sharper. “Before we go inside, tell me one thing. Do you need a lawyer?”

				“What? Oh. No. I’m fine. Everything’s good, actually.”

				“Okay, then.”

				Mac stepped away from the car and waited while Chase rolled up the window, pulled on his jacket, and joined him. The two men trudged toward the large log structure and entered through the back door. As Chase stomped the snow from his boots in the mudroom, the aroma of his mother’s red sauce simmering on the stove drifted from the kitchen. That smell more than anything told Chase he was home.

				“Michael Chase Timberlake,” his mother said, a scold in her tone. “What are you doing here?”

				“Begging supper, I hope.” He hung his coat on a hook and walked into the kitchen. “Lasagna?”

				“Veal spiedini.” Ali Timberlake lifted her hand to touch his cheek, studying him intently with her blue-eyed gaze. “I fed you lasagna last week. And sent you away with leftovers.”

				“I polished those off for breakfast on New Year’s. Veal spiedini is awesome, though.”

				His father scowled at him. “Hey. Your mother didn’t plan for an extra mouth to feed tonight. Don’t think you’re getting any of my share.”

				“Have you used the electric broom Dad gave you for Christmas, yet, Mom?”

				“Smart-ass.” Mac dipped a spoon in Ali’s sauce and tasted it. “That’s spectacular, Alison. You’ve tweaked the spices again, haven’t you? And I don’t know why I’m catching so much grief over the broom. You said you wanted one.”

				“You’re right. I did. I know I’ll enjoy it, too. Now, talk to us, Chase. I can see that something’s wrong. Why the surprise visit?”

				“Nothing’s wrong. Everything is great, actually. Just a change in plans.”

				His parents shared a look, then his father asked in a casual tone, “Wedding related?”

				“Yes.” He met his mother’s gaze, gave her a crooked, bashful grin, and dropped his bombshell. “We need to postpone it.”

				For a full half a minute, the only sound to be heard was the sizzle in his mother’s frying pan. Then Ali asked, “Postpone? You’re not canceling?”

				Chase heard the hopeful note in her voice and tried not to feel annoyed. He knew his family thought he was making a mistake with Lana, but they didn’t know the real woman beneath the public façade. In time, they’d come to see her for the wonderful woman she was. Different from Mom—about a hundred eighty degrees different—but wonderful.

				“No, we’re not canceling. Just pushing back the date.”

				“And you just made this decision now?” his father asked.

				“This date has been on the calendar for months,” Ali pointed out. “The invitations have already gone out.”

				Chase’s gaze slid away from his mother’s. She’d done a ton of work to pull the wedding together, all at Lana’s request. The reality was that his bride would have been just as happy to elope to Las Vegas. She’d agreed to an Eternity Springs wedding for his sake. Since his mother was a pro when it came to social arrangements, turning arrangements over to her had seemed like the perfect solution. Now, Chase couldn’t help but feel guilty.

				“I’m really sorry, Mom. You’ve put a ton of work into the wedding, and I feel like a schlub. The timing is unfortunate . . .” he began.

				Mac Timberlake snorted softly.

				“. . . but something has come up at work. It’s big, something Thrillseekers, Inc., has been working on for a long time.”

				“Work? This is work related? Not relationship related?” His mother folded her arms, and her voice climbed an octave. “You’re canceling the wedding because of a cable TV show?”

				“That cable TV show is my job, Mother,” Chase fired back. “It pays my bills. Very nicely, I might add.”

				Mac warned, “Watch it there, boyo. Respect your mother.”

				“Sorry.” Chase dragged his fingers through his hair. As a rule, he didn’t care what other people thought about his job, but his parents weren’t just other people.

				And they were going to hate what he had to tell them.

				So man up, Timberlake. Spit it out. Chase cleared his throat. “The government of Chizickstan has agreed to issue visas to Thrillseekers, Inc. We’ll film three episodes of the show there, and then . . .” He drew a deep breath and spoke the sentence he still didn’t believe was coming true. “Tibet. The monks of Kambantota Monastery have given us permission to film a white-water trip through Hidden River Gorge.”

				His mother, of course, focused on the part he’d known she’d hate the most. “Chizickstan?” Ali threw a worried glance toward his dad. “A ‘stan’ country?”

				“Where is that?” Mac asked.

				“It shares a border with Afghanistan.”

				Ali’s complexion went pale and her voice trembled as she asked, “You’re going to Afghanistan?”

				“No, Mom. I’m going to Chizickstan. Two completely different countries.”

				“But both war zones,” his father fired back.

				“No. The part of Chizickstan we’re visiting isn’t a war zone.”

				“But it is tribal territory.”

				Chase nodded, conceding the point.

				Mac asked, “How long will you be gone?”

				“A couple months there. A couple months in Tibet.”

				“If you ever get to Tibet,” Ali said, her tone bitter.

				Mac touched the small of his wife’s back, offering silent support. Chase hated seeing his mother so shaken, and he was almost relieved when color flooded back into her face even though he knew from experience that her temper was about to blow.

				Sure enough, anger flashed in her eyes. She lifted her chin and shot her words like bullets. “I thought the show’s producers said no more filming in areas of political unrest.”

				“The shooting in Argentina could just as easily have happened on the streets of Atlanta,” he said defensively.

				“At least there are hospitals in Atlanta.”

				“A doctor travels with us, Mom. Our mobile medical unit is fully equipped.”

				“That will give us so much comfort when you are captured by terrorists.”

				“Mom . . .”

				She picked up a wooden spoon and gave her sauce a vicious stir. It tore Chase up to see how he’d upset her. He loved his mother to distraction, and he knew she worried about him. Chase gave his father a pleading glance, but one look at the torque in his father’s chiseled jaw convinced him he’d find no ally in that quarter.

				“So this was the reason behind the Aspen trip?” his father asked, having put the clues together.

				“Yes. The producer got word on Christmas Day and made the announcement at the New Year’s Eve party.”

				Ali looked at her husband. “You shouldn’t have turned down that job you were offered in New York, Mac. If Chase had grown up in New York he wouldn’t love mountain climbing and river riding so much. He’d be gambling with other people’s money on Wall Street instead of gambling with his life in a war zone.”

				“Now, Mom—”

				“No! Just no! I’ve been supportive of your adventures since you were a little boy, but after Argentina . . .” She drew a deep breath and exhaled harshly. “You promised me no more politically dicey areas, Michael Chase. You promised me.”

				“I know, Mom. And I’m sorry, but this particular project predates my promise.” A note of entreaty entered his voice as he added, “It’s the most famous stretch of white water in the world. It hasn’t been filmed since the sixties. This is the opportunity of a lifetime. It’s my Everest, Mom. It’s the Hidden River Gorge!”

				“Go there first then,” she fired back, a sheen of moisture in her eyes. “Go raft your way to Shangri-La. Don’t go to Hellistan.”

				Chase closed his eyes. “I can’t, Mom. This is my job.”

				The front doorbell rang, and Ali set down her wooden spoon hard before marching out of the kitchen. Chase dragged his fingers through his hair. “That went well.”

				“She tries, Chase. I don’t think you can appreciate just how difficult it is to parent a child who walks on the wild side, so to speak.”

				“I outgrew childhood a long time ago.”

				“And when you’re in your seventies, you will still be your mother’s child, and she will continue to worry about you. No sense fighting it. It’s the price you pay for having such a spectacular mom.”

				“I know she’s spectacular. I just wish she’d spread some of the worry wealth around. She doesn’t give Caitlin or Stephen as hard a time as she gives me.”

				“Stephen is a corporate lawyer. The most dangerous thing he does is play pickup basketball at the Y on Saturday morning. As far as your sister goes . . . your mother worries about her plenty. The girl changes boyfriends as often as she changes jobs. However, emotional happiness and physical safety are two different beasts. Every time the phone rings showing a number we don’t recognize, we expect it to be someone calling with horrific news concerning your safety.”
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