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About the Book


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


Married for more than twenty years, and with her children out of the nest, Ali Timberlake has come to Eternity Springs alone. She’s looking for answers to heartbreaking questions and searching for something that’s missing deep within herself. Taking a lease on the Bristlecone Café in pursuit of a lifelong dream, Ali feels revitalized as she becomes part of this charming mountain town. But a big piece of her is still back in Denver with her husband, Mac, a successful judge – and a man who isn’t going to let the woman he loves leave without a fight.


When Mac shows up in Eternity Springs – sexy, seductive, and determined to win his wife back – he experiences the wonder of the place that has given Ali such feelings of happiness and belonging. He wants that for her, but even more, he wants that with her. Ali has found a special place for her heart. But is there still enough room left in that heart for him?





About the Author


New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Emily March lives in Texas with her husband and their beloved boxer, Doc, who tolerates a revolving doggie door of rescue foster dogs sharing his kingdom until they find their forever homes. A graduate of Texas A&M University, Emily is an avid fan of Aggie sports, and her recipe for jalapeño relish has made her a tailgating legend. You can find out more about Emily March and her books at www.emilymarch.com and follow her on Twitter @emilymarchbooks
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Praise for Emily March:


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


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


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


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






For Mary Lou


Sisters, sisters . . .


Thanks for going with me to Eternity Springs. Next time, I’ll drive over the mountain pass if we hit a thunderstorm, though I still have dibs on being Louise. You’re Thelma.







Love seems the swiftest, but it is the slowest of all growths. No man or woman really knows what perfect love is until they have been married a quarter of a century.


—MARK TWAIN





PROLOGUE
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Byron R. White Federal Courthouse
Denver, Colorado





“So help me God.”


Lowering his right hand, Mackenzie S. Timberlake shook the hand of the chief justice, who had just sworn him in as the newest member of the United States District Court for the District of Colorado.


“Congratulations, Judge Timberlake,” the chief justice said. “We’re glad to have you aboard, Mac.”


“Thank you, sir. I’m honored. I look forward to working with you.”


He turned to his wife, Ali, who held the family Bible against her chest, and they exchanged a quick hug. “I’m so proud of you, Mac,” she murmured. “Congratulations.”


“Thanks, honey.” Then, as he turned to face the witnesses in the courtroom—his colleagues, his friends, and especially his family—his heart swelled with emotion as they broke into applause.


This grand and glorious moment was the culmination of a long-cherished dream. It was almost surreal.


His gaze fell on his longtime secretary, Louise, whose maternal smile beamed with pride and approval, then to his former law partners, then to Charles Cavanaugh, his mentor from the very beginnings of his legal career. Charles was also his father-in-law and the only father figure Mac had ever known. Meeting his gaze, Charles nodded once, a regal bow of his head. Pride rose within Mac. Having this man’s approval meant the world to him.


Next Mac met the warm gazes of the young adults who were his children. The pride in Stephen’s and Chase’s eyes made him feel ten feet tall. The hero worship in Caitlin’s reassured him that even though his little girl was almost all grown up, her daddy was still her prince.


Finally he turned back to Ali. In her eyes, he saw . . . everything. Pride, respect, encouragement, admiration, love. Always love. Classically beautiful, outrageously generous, and infinitely supportive, for more than twenty years she’d been his wife, his lover, his biggest cheerleader. She was his heart.


I am blessed.


Tradition required that he give a bit of a speech, but Mac kept his remarks short and limited them primarily to expressions of thanks and appreciation to those who had assisted him along this journey. He accepted handshakes and hugs, verbal jabs and kisses until slowly his guests departed for the reception to be hosted by his father-in-law at the Brown Palace Hotel. As the crowd flowed through the doors and out into the hall, Mac hung back. Once the courtroom had emptied, he paused and turned around.


Mac drew in a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. A courtroom. My courtroom.


He thought back to the day he’d had his first look at a courtroom. Nine years old and scared to death. The public defender smelled of grilled onions. The prosecutor wore gold cuff links with stones that winked in the sunlight beaming through a dusty window. The courtroom was muggy and hot, the air-conditioning system unable to keep up on an August afternoon in southern Oklahoma.


Towering above him, his robe black as midnight and his hair white as snow, was the judge. The judge could make his mother do something. The judge could make sure his mom didn’t do something. This was a man who would change Mac’s world.


A man who held all the power.


To the nine-year-old boy who’d watched the huge, white-haired man bang his gavel and have his mother handcuffed and marched away, the judge was a god. In that moment, Mac’s life path had been blazed. He wanted that power, that prestige, that authority. He wanted to be a god.


He wanted to be a judge.


And now, after decades of study and sacrifice, hard work and determination, he’d achieved his goal.


From behind him, Ali spoke. “Mac? The cab is waiting.”


Turning to look at her, his heart gave a twist and his conscience whispered, But at what cost?





ONE
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Two years later





In the bedroom she shared with her husband, Ali Timberlake tucked her makeup case neatly into her suitcase, then zipped it shut just as her husband emerged from his closet, a duffel bag in one hand. “Are you sure about this, honey?” Mac asked, his brow knitted with concern. “We can still change the plan.”


“Right,” Ali replied, her tone dry. “And for the rest of my life I’ll get to listen to Stephen and Chase talk about the one that got away.”


“Hey, we can go fishing in Alaska another—”


Ali interrupted. “No, it’s okay. I’m glad you’re getting to go. It’s a minor miracle that your schedule and those of the boys meshed this time. If Caitlin wanted you with her, that would be different, but she’s flexing her wings and feeling independent and ready to take on Vanderbilt University.”


Her lips twisted as she added, “Frankly, I’m not sure she really wants me to go with her to Nashville. We haven’t exactly been getting along very well lately.”


Her husband tossed his duffel onto their bed, then gave Ali a rueful look. “She did tell me you packed her toothbrush three days ago. She thinks you can’t wait for her to go.”


“After the way she’s been acting lately, can you blame me?”


“Now, sweetheart.”


“Oh, I know.” Ali shrugged and waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “She’s emotional. I’m emotional. It’s not every day that your youngest child and only daughter goes off to college for the first time.”


“Exactly.” Mac grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s why I think I should be there. The boys could go to Alaska without me. No reason why they couldn’t.”


He truly appeared torn, so Ali swallowed her own misgivings and pasted on a smile. “Actually, there is. This is a father–son trip. You can’t very well have a father–son trip if the father is a no-show. You went with me and Cait to orientation, and that was the important trip. This will be fun for me and Caitlin. An August road trip. A mother–daughter adventure. We’ll do just fine.”


He gave her a long, searching look, then nodded. “Okay. If you’re sure.”


“I’m sure.” She smiled with a brightness she didn’t feel. “Now I’d better get downstairs and see to breakfast.”


“Leave your suitcase. I’ll carry it down when I come.”


“Thanks.”


Ali tried to shake off her melancholy as she made her way downstairs to prepare a meal for her family. She wanted today’s breakfast to be extra special since this was Caitlin’s big day, the day she flew out of the nest and off to college. It was also the first time in months that the entire family would sit down to a meal together and likely the last meal they’d all share until Thanksgiving.


Throughout the children’s lives, Ali had made the family supper a big deal. It was the Timberlake family together time, and everyone was expected to make a real effort to be there. Since Mac had worked at her father’s firm while the kids were growing up, she had invoked the boss’s daughter privilege in that respect alone. Mac had rarely missed dinner with the family. That had changed since he took the seat on the bench, but by then the crucial years were behind them, the precedent had been set. Their family was stronger because of it.


After today, family meals would be few and far between.


Ali briefly closed her eyes. Don’t go there.


She’d have the kids set the table in the dining room and make it a celebration. Maybe even use her mother’s china. The kids would complain about having to hand-wash the dishes, but if you didn’t go to the trouble to make an occasion an occasion, it became just one more meal in a lifetime of meals.


Mentally she reviewed the contents of her fridge and pantry. Yes, she could do a Hollandaise sauce. She had fresh spinach. If she did eggs Florentine, at least the boys would have one serving of a vegetable today. Fresh berries. She could make pigs in a blanket for Caitlin. They were her favorite.


As she approached her kitchen, the aroma drifting in the air gave her warning. Bacon? Someone was already cooking? Her eyes rounded with surprise. What alternate reality was this?


Ali stepped into the kitchen and halted abruptly. The kitchen table was set with a “Bon Voyage” paper tablecloth. A SpongeBob SquarePants paper centerpiece adorned the center of the table. Paper plates proclaimed “Happy St. Patrick’s Day,” and helium-filled Mylar balloons that read “Over the Hill” had been tied to the back of each of the chairs.


Each of her three grown children turned to look at her, and Ali desperately wished she had a camera. Stephen, looking like a lawyer already with his neatly trimmed hair, freshly shaved face, and button-down shirt. Chase, the outdoorsman, with his three-day beard and longish hair drawn back and tied at the nape of his neck with a leather lace. And Caitlin, blond and beautiful and brimming with life, a typical college coed. Ten minutes ago these young adults had been grade-schoolers riding their bikes on the sidewalk. Where had the years gone?


Familiar impish grins spread across their faces, telling Ali that they were tickled pink that they’d surprised her. Some things never change, thank goodness. They’d recognized that this was an important family moment. Something she’d tried too hard to teach them had stuck. Happiness bloomed inside Ali like a springtime flower, and she didn’t try to keep the smile off her face as she said, “Caitlin, did your brothers actually cook for you to mark your special day?”


“Sort of,” Caitlin replied, glancing at the boys. “But not exactly.”


“We are cooking breakfast,” Stephen clarified as he removed the last piece of bacon from the frying pan and placed it on a paper towel to drain. He was a younger version of Mac, with his father’s dark hair and brown eyes that now sparkled mischievously. “I know it’s shocking, and I’m glad we didn’t give you a heart attack. At your advanced age, I worried about that.”


“Just because you are in law school, young man, doesn’t mean I can’t still send you to your room,” Ali fired back. Her gaze fixed on the table, she asked, “Happy St. Patrick’s Day?”


“We shopped the bargain bin at the party store,” Chase explained. “G’morning, Mom.”


“Good morning, son.” She eyed the activity at the stovetop, counter, and kitchen table. Apparently the menu included bacon, scrambled eggs, toast, orange juice, Ali’s usual yogurt and fruit, and of course Chase’s favorite, Froot Loops. “So, who is going to clue me in? What does Cait mean when she says ‘sorta’?”


Chase opened his mouth, but Caitlin stopped him with an elbow to his side, then pushed the lever on the toaster and gave Stephen, their eldest, a look that said, Go on.


“We thought it was important to mark the occasion because today is a special day,” Stephen said as Mac joined the family in the kitchen. Mac placed his hand on Ali’s shoulder while their eldest continued, “The last of your chicks is officially flying from the nest today. It is a special day for Caitlin, and that’s why we bought her a princess crown to wear during breakfast. But it’s also a special day for you and Dad. We thought it was an appropriate time for the three of us to tell you both how much we love you and how much appreciate all you’ve done for us.”


Oh. Ali brought a hand to her chest. Wow.


Stephen nodded toward Chase, then cracked another egg into a bowl. Ali’s middle child flashed his father’s grin, then said, “I’ll keep my part short because I know you, Mom. You’ll start bawling, and we don’t want you dribbling snot into your yogurt.”


“Cha-a-ase!” Caitlin protested as the toast popped up.


“Well, it’s true.”


“Yeah, but you don’t have to be gross about it. Are you ever gonna grow up?”


“Probably not.”


Probably not, Ali silently agreed. Chase had been such a terror, such a daredevil, when he was little. Such a challenge to parent, yet so much fun.


“You are the greatest mom in the world, Mom,” he continued. “You’ve always been there for us, and we always knew we could count on you. I was always proud that you were my mother.”


Ali started blinking. She was moments away from bawling. My kids know me so well.


Chase made a sweeping gesture toward Caitlin. Ali’s daughter, now a young, idealistic woman, stepped forward. Lacing her fingers, she spoke with solemn sincerity. “You guys gave us a firm, stable foundation on which to build our hopes and dreams. That’s something few of my friends had. Actually, none of my friends had the great home and family life we have had. I know that makes me a stronger person, and it makes today easier for me.


“Today is my Independence Day, but it’s also your Freedom Day. Especially for you, Mom.” Then, with a loving smile, sweet, tender-hearted Caitlin shot the arrow through the very center of Ali’s heart. “You’re not a stay-at-home mom anymore.”


Mac’s hand gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze while Ali stood there bleeding.


“So,” Caitlin continued, “the boys and I thought it’d be nice to mark this special day with a special thank-you—a family meal we prepared.”


“Besides,” Chase piped up, “we knew if we didn’t do something first, then you’d go all out and we’d be stuck washing Grandmother’s dishes.”


Ali couldn’t speak past the lump of emotion in her throat. Mac stepped forward and covered for her. “This is a real nice surprise. How long before it’s ready? I’m starved.”


Breakfast was delicious, boisterous, and fun. The kids teased one another as usual, and for just a little while Ali could pretend the old days were back. All too soon, however, breakfast was finished, the paper plates relegated to the trash, and the pots and pans washed and stored away. Mac glanced at the clock. “You girls had better hit the road. Kansas City is a long drive.”


“Don’t remind me,” Caitlin groaned. But excitement shone in her eyes as she hurried upstairs, saying, “I’ll be ready in five, Mom.”


A few minutes later, out beside the car, Mac studied the load and grimaced. “We should have shipped half of this stuff. If you have a flat tire . . .” He exhaled a heavy sigh and shook his head. Then he gave Ali a long look and said, “Last chance.”


“We’ll be fine.”


“I’ll worry about you being on the road for the next week.”


“I’ll worry that you’ll be eaten by a grizzly bear.”


Caitlin bounded out of the house carrying her purse and a tennis racket that she somehow found space for in the back of Mac’s SUV. She exchanged hugs and more good-natured teasing with her brothers, then her father took her hands. Mac’s voice was a little gruff as he spoke his traditional farewell: “Be careful, kitten. Wear sunscreen. Drink lots of water.”


“Dad-dy!”


Mac grinned, then pulled her into his embrace and hugged her hard. “Seriously, though, do be careful. Listen to your instincts. Go to class. Make smart decisions.”


“I will, Daddy.”


He kissed her forehead, then said, “I’m so proud of you, Caitlin. I’m going to miss you so much.”


“I’ll miss you, too, Daddy, and I’ll be home for Thanksgiving before you know it. Shoot, with the hours you’ve been working, you won’t even notice I’m gone.”


“Finally, something good to come out of all of those hours.” He gave her one more kiss, one more hug, then opened the door for her. “Buckle your seat belt. If you’re driving, don’t talk on the cell phone, and especially don’t text.”


Caitlin rolled her eyes as she slid into her seat. “Good-bye, Daddy.”


“Bye, baby.” He shut the passenger door behind her, then walked around to the driver’s side, where Ali was fitting the key into the ignition. “Alison, you drive carefully. Call me when you stop for the night.”


“I will.” Ali lifted her face for his quick kiss. “You guys be safe, too, and have a wonderful time. I hope you catch dozens of fish.”


She started the car, and she and her daughter drove off for their grand adventure.


As road trips went, it proved to be one of the most pleasurable Ali had ever experienced. She and Caitlin shared a similar traveling style. They agreed on what music and audiobooks to listen to. They both wanted to stop every two hours, and they liked driving late into the night and sleeping in the next morning—just the opposite of Mac’s preferences. What Ali enjoyed most were the hours on end spent in conversation with her only daughter. They talked about everything under the sun—family, friends, old memories, new dreams, wishes, and desires. Ali knew that she’d remember and treasure for the rest of her life this time spent with Caitlin.


Eventually the conversations ended. The trip ended. Four days after leaving Denver, in a slightly different version of the scene Caitlin had had with her father, Ali told her daughter good-bye in the parking lot outside her dorm. They hugged, they kissed, and they declared their love for each other, but Ali could tell her daughter was distracted. Her suitemates were waiting for her to go shopping for their coordinating bathroom accessories.


Ali made it three whole blocks before she burst into tears. She pulled into a convenience store parking lot and buried her face in her arms against the steering wheel. She cried long, hard tears, pouring out her sadness and her grief, sobbing out her sadness and her sorrow.


Finally, when she’d drained her tears and used all the tissues in the box, she went into the store and used the facilities, then picked up a new box of tissues and a packaged brownie. For a long moment she eyed the selection of tall-boy beers. Sighing, she chose a Coke instead, paid for her selections, then resumed the long drive home.


An hour into her trip, she tried to call Mac, but of course his phone went to voice mail. Her men were out in the wilds of Alaska, where cell phone coverage wasn’t exactly grizzly-to-grizzly. She tried to call her father, but his phone, too, went to voice mail, and she recalled that he had a golf vacation this week. Charles Cavanaugh didn’t carry a cell phone in his golf bag.


She drove another fifty miles, then dialed one of her friends in Eternity Springs. She had a nice long conversation with Sage Anderson, recently engaged and planning a Christmas wedding. Afterward, Ali tried Mac again.


Silly of her, really. Mac wasn’t there. Mac was rarely there anymore.


“Don’t be snotty,” she scolded herself. Mac had an important job that kept him extremely busy. Hadn’t she known from the very first that this was what she could expect if she shared her life with Mackenzie S. Timberlake?


When she’d met Mac her freshman year at Notre Dame, he’d had a well-defined plan for his future. He’d not deviated from his plan in all the years since—well, except for the surprise they had named Stephen. Following his undergrad years, Mac had gone to Stanford for law school, then on to private practice at her father’s law firm. While the family connection had landed him the job, he’d earned his partnership all on his own with hard work, a brilliant mind, and excellent instincts. He’d achieved his goal of a federal court judgeship three full years ahead of the timeline he’d outlined to her on their second date. A man didn’t accomplish so much at such a relatively young age without a full share and more of discipline.


Of course, she’d had a plan for her future, too, but the surprise currently attending law school had altered her plan permanently. She’d graduated from college with a degree in business she didn’t want, the dream of culinary school in mothballs because of the baby already on the way. While Mac built his résumé, she’d wiped snotty noses, organized PTA fund-raisers, and spent a good portion of her day in a minivan toting kids from one event to another.


She’d loved it. She might never have fulfilled her own workday dreams, but she’d settled comfortably into her role as a stay-at-home mom, and the entire Timberlake family had thrived.


And, eventually, outgrown her.


That’s okay, she told herself. It wasn’t like she didn’t have a life of her own separate from the kids. She’d still keep busy. She had her volunteer work. Her classes at the gym. She thoroughly enjoyed her occasional trips up into the mountains to Eternity Springs. She’d find plenty to do to fill the hours now empty of baseball games or debate matches or dance recitals.


Maybe she’d leap headlong into the whole quilting thing. She could join a guild in Denver. Meet a whole new group of friends. Except Ali already had lots of friends. She didn’t want more friends. She wanted her family.


She was a stay-at-home mom who’d completed her job. Lost her job. A thundercloud of self-pity built in her emotional sky, but she fled from it, tried to outrun it, by lecturing herself aloud. “You haven’t lost your family. They just don’t live with you anymore. In lots of ways, that’s a good thing.”


She’d no longer have sweaty gym socks stinking up the boys’ rooms or a clutter of makeup spread all across the upstairs bathroom vanity. Those were good things. She wouldn’t have to lie awake in bed worrying until her kids made it home by curfew—or not. Another good thing. And one of her friends had told her that the best thing about having an empty nest was that now she and her husband could have sex on the staircase if they wanted. Personally, Ali couldn’t imagine that being too comfortable, but hey, she was willing to try anything once.


“I’ll just put that on the calendar,” she decided, feeling marginally better.


So she’d finished the stay-at-home mom years of her life. Big deal. She hadn’t lost her family. She still had Mac. Maybe they could use this time to reinvigorate their relationship. Enjoy an empty-nest honeymoon of sorts. Spend time and energy on each other instead of the kids. Why, this could be the best time of her life. Of their lives.


Thank goodness she still had Mac.


“The Desai case?” Mac repeated, one week after his return to work following his Alaskan vacation. Desai was a high-profile case of attempted domestic terrorism. “I thought that went to Judge Harrison.”


The court clerk nodded. “It did, but Judge Harrison had a heart attack this morning on his way in. We heard fifteen minutes ago.”


“Oh, no. How’s he doing?”


“It’s serious. His son took my call and said he’s not out of the woods entirely, but they do expect him to survive.”


“That’s good news.”


“Yes, but the son also said the doctors are talking about retirement.”


Mac hated to hear it. Harrison was a brilliant jurist and an affable colleague. He’d be missed.


“The case has been reassigned to you, Judge Timberlake. You have a hearing that starts in twenty minutes.”


“Twenty minutes! What sort of hearing?”


“The U.S. attorney wants a search warrant executed today. We have FBI, DEA, and the Denver police headed in.” The clerk handed over a file. “It’s a good thing you had your vacation. This thing is liable to have you tied up for months.”


Mac stared down at the bulging file and sighed. He should call Ali and warn her that he might be late. He thought she might have dropped the word special when she’d referenced dinner tonight.


As he headed for his office to make the call, his secretary, Louise, stopped him with a problem. From that moment on, the Desai case consumed him, and he didn’t leave the courthouse until well after 10:00 p.m. It wasn’t until he walked into his dark house and smelled the faded aroma of his favorite, veal parmigiana, that he remembered that he’d never made that phone call, and his stomach dipped.


Next he recalled the possible special plans reference, and his stomach dropped even more.


Sure enough, when he peeked into the dining room, he saw the table set for two with her mother’s china. Oh, hell.


Mac rubbed the back of his neck and inwardly groaned. He’d screwed up. Big time. He knew this was a difficult time for his wife, and he’d been trying to be extra sensitive to her wishes and desires. Luckily, she’d appeared to be happier since he returned from Alaska and she returned from Tennessee. He had hoped that Ali would find the anticipation of Caitlin’s departure for college more upsetting than dealing with the actual aftereffects of it, and so far, it appeared that would be the case.


But letting her down like this tonight sure didn’t help the situation. “Timberlake,” he murmured, “you’re an ass.”


He slipped off his jacket and loosened his tie as he climbed the stairs to their bedroom. The room was dark, the figure in the bed unmoving. Attempting to be as quiet as possible, Mac readied for bed, then slipped between the sheets.


He breathed in the familiar lavender scent of the lotion she habitually smoothed over her skin before bed and edged closer to her warmth, trying not to wake her as he put his arm around her, seeking, and finding, that sense of homecoming she offered him even after all these years.


“You’re home,” she said.


Mac closed his eyes. Damn. “Sorry I woke you. I’m sorry I’m so late. I know I should have called.”


“Where were you?”


She said it like a question, not an accusation, so he breathed a little easier. “I had a hearing. A new case. We ended up ordering in dinner.”


“Oh. Okay.”


She sounded tired—very tired—so he decided to wait until the morning to offer any further details. He kissed her shoulder and spooned her tight against him. “Goodnight, babe. Sleep well.”


“You too.”


Mac waited for her to continue their usual nighttime ritual, but her regular breathing told him she’d fallen back asleep. Disquieted, he drifted off plagued with a sense of foreboding.


When was the last time they’d gone to sleep together without exchanging the words I love you?





TWO
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The following April


The pressure in her chest began the moment Ali awoke. She didn’t need to open her eyes and see the undisturbed covers on Mac’s side of the bed to know that he had never come upstairs. She was freezing. Cold clear to the bone. It was as if she’d lain exposed to the chilly early spring air throughout the long night.


Come to think of it, that aptly described what had happened. Mac radiated heat like a furnace, and for most of their marriage she’d slept comfortably snuggled up against him with only a thin cotton blanket on their bed. But his body heat didn’t do her a darn bit of good when he slept on the sofa downstairs, now did it? How many nights in a row was it now? Five? Six? Sporadically before that?


And yet maybe she was wrong. Maybe she could blame it on hormones. Maybe her body’s thermostat was all screwed up. She was forty-three, after all. Instead of hot flashes, could a woman suffer cold spells? Frigid spells? Was that the problem?


That was probably what Mac would say. She’d seen the accusation in his eyes, though he’d never said that F-word out loud.


Holding her breath and hoping, Ali sought warmth by slowly stretching a leg across the wide expanse of their king-sized bed. Inch by inch she searched. She encountered nothing but cold, crisp Egyptian cotton.


The pressure in her chest intensified. Despair oozed through her like a cold, dark cloud. She yanked her leg back and curled into herself. Burying her head beneath her pillow, she willed away the tears that threatened. She was tired of being cold. In her bed. In her home. In her marriage. So cold that it hurt. It was as if the Colorado winter had moved inside and surrounded her.


She lay shivering and miserable, looking within herself for the will to meet the day, until finally the lure of a hot shower enticed her from her bed. A glance at the bedside clock revealed red numerals glowing 6:03 a.m., a good hour before her customary time to rise. In the master bathroom, she glimpsed her reflection in the mirror and winced. The dark circles beneath her eyes complemented the Medusa thing she had going on with her hair. Black mascara streaks on her cheeks accentuated the look.


“I wouldn’t want to sleep with you, either,” she said to her image before turning away and stepping into the shower. The fact that she’d neglected her makeup removal routine last night bothered her. As did the reality that she was overdue for a haircut, and she’d been MIA at her standing manicure appointment for weeks now. Okay, months. The last time she’d had a pedicure was the mother–daughter spa day she’d indulged in with Caitlin the week before they left for Tennessee.


As the hot water warmed her, Ali’s spirit rebounded. It wasn’t like she’d let herself go, because she hadn’t. So what if she weighed eight whole pounds more than she had on the day they’d married? She’d given birth to three of his babies. That was only 2.67 pounds per child, and frankly, they didn’t look bad on her. And if her breasts weren’t as perky as they used to be, well, she’d nursed those three babies, too. What did he expect?


Sure, she had a few lines on her face, but her skin wasn’t leathery from a lifetime of worshiping the sun. Maybe she’d noticed a few gray hairs creeping in. So what? Since she was blond, they weren’t all that noticeable. And she still had a darn fine butt. She wasn’t going to allow Mac Timberlake’s lack of attention make her doubt her femininity.


If she said it often enough, maybe she’d eventually believe it.


Nevertheless, her little pep talk had helped. At ten minutes to seven, wearing the armor of fresh makeup, styled hair, her favorite slacks, and a cashmere sweater, she made her way downstairs to the kitchen and the coffeepot, which Mac always programed to start brewing at 6:30 a.m. As she grabbed a mug from the cabinet, she glanced out the kitchen window into the backyard where the Honorable Mackenzie S. Timberlake was swimming his morning laps in the heated pool.


At the sight of her husband, Ali’s melancholy came rolling back in. It was hard to be married to Mr. Perfect.


That was an apt description of the man. His dedication to his exercise regimen offered a good example. How many Monday mornings had she declared a new beginning to an exercise routine of one sort or another? Too many to count. She would do fine for a week or two, sometimes even a month, but then something would happen—one of the kids would get sick or their schedules would change—and she’d miss one day, then two, and her good intentions would go right down the drain.


Mac, on the other hand, never let illness or schedules stop him. In all the years they’d been married, he’d missed his daily workout no more than a dozen times. Even that stupid Desai case that had consumed his life from September to February hadn’t stopped him from getting his exercise. He’d get up an hour early, cut his lunch short, or even hold a meeting at the health club to fit it in. A part of Ali admired that tremendously. Another part of her thought it was a bit . . . well, she wouldn’t use the word anal because the term offended him, as she’d learned one time when she’d called him that to his face. The term she’d adopted to describe her husband was über-disciplined, and it fit Mac Timberlake to a T.


These days, she found it so annoying.


Outside, he finished his laps and stood in the shallow end, his arms resting on the side of the pool. He gave his head a shake and sent water droplets flying, then levered himself up and out of the water. Watching him as he reached for a towel, his swim trunks hanging low on his hips, Ali couldn’t deny that his exercise regimen paid off. At six foot four and 220 pounds, the man could have made his living as a model had he not chosen law. He had thick, mahogany-colored hair, gray eyes, and a square jaw. His broad shoulders tapered to a slim waist, and his belly remained almost as flat as it had been the day she’d met him. After more than twenty-two years of marriage, he still made her mouth water when she saw him naked.


Not that she’d seen him naked lately. Not for weeks. Okay, a month. Months.


As he toweled off in the cold morning air, Ali indulged in a little fantasy where she exited the house, crossed the yard, and pushed him back into the pool. She’d done that very thing a few years ago when the kids were up in the mountains on a church youth group camping trip. She’d caught Mac by surprise and he’d teetered at the edge of the pool, his arms windmilling as he fought for balance. He’d fallen backward with a huge splash, and she’d been laughing when he’d surfaced, sputtering. His eyes had flashed. He’d scrambled from the pool and she’d started running.


Of course he’d caught her. They’d both been laughing when he’d tossed her fully dressed into the pool, then jumped in after her. Before they were done, they’d made love once in the pool and again in the hot tub.


Ali knew that if she pushed him into the pool today, she wouldn’t be playing, wouldn’t be laughing when he surfaced. It would be an act of meanness, plain and simple.


“What happened to us, Mac?” she murmured.


Tears stung her eyes and she tried to blink them away, but she had little success. Nothing new there. Lately she cried at just about everything—sappy commercials, country songs on the radio, and the color yellow. The yellow thing was a bit weird, she would admit, but yellow was just so . . . happy.


Maybe, though, she should go for some yellow. Try to make some happiness happen.


As he started toward the house, she stepped away from the window and decided to make an effort this morning. They could share a cup of coffee, a conversation, maybe even a meal. When was the last time they’d sat down for a meal together that didn’t involve either his work or one of her philanthropic interests? She honestly couldn’t remember.


Ali grabbed a second mug from the cabinet—a yellow mug—and filled both cups with coffee. She added a teaspoon of sugar to Mac’s, then stood near the door just as he walked inside, a damp royal blue beach towel draped over one shoulder. Seeing her, he stopped abruptly. “Oh.” She heard surprise in the word. “Hi.”


“Good morning.” She handed him a mug with a smile that, despite a sincere effort, probably didn’t reach her eyes.


“Thanks.” He glanced at the clock as he sipped his coffee. “You’re up early.”


She hesitated. She wanted to tell him that the cold woke her up, but she wasn’t ready to toss the issue out into the open like a bad piece of fish. One couldn’t ignore bad fish, and Ali wasn’t prepared to face the stink. Not here and now, anyway. It wouldn’t be . . . yellow.


She cleared her throat. “I have a busy day ahead of me.”


“Oh? What’s on your docket?”


She didn’t miss the surprise in his voice, and for some reason it raised her hackles. The words Nothing you’d respect hovered on her tongue.


This morning she had a meeting planned with her friend Celeste Blessing to discuss window drapes. Celeste had decided to redecorate her private suite of rooms at Cavanaugh House, the mansion once owned by Ali’s silver-baron ancestor and now the centerpiece of the Angel’s Rest Healing Center and Spa property in Eternity Springs. Recalling that Ali recently had chosen new draperies for her father’s Victorian home, Celeste had asked to see them next time she visited Denver. That was today, so draperies were on Ali’s docket.


Unlike Mac, Ali didn’t spend her days deciding the fate of criminals or corporations. Justice might be blind, but in Mac’s case it was also arrogant. He considered drapery design little more than fluff.


So as he set down his coffee mug and opened the laundry room door, she shrugged and responded to his question about her plans for the day by saying, “Shopping.”


“Of course.”


Of course? What did he mean by that? Was it a snide observation or just filler because he didn’t care to talk to her?


He lifted his robe from its hook and slipped it on. When he turned his back to her as he shucked off his swim trunks, the tightness returned to her chest. They were the only two people in the house. Since when did he feel he had to hide himself from her?


Anger and despair swirled inside her, and she blurted out the question. “Did you sleep well on the couch?”


His shoulders subtly stiffened as he belted his robe. He hung up his wet trunks, then turned and reached again for his coffee. He stared down at the mug and spoke with an apology in his tone. “No, I didn’t. I intended to come up, but then time got away from me. I didn’t want to disturb you.”


She clamped her teeth against a sarcastic How considerate of you, dear. She was supposed to be making an effort here. “What were you working on?”


“Just reading a brief.” He avoided her gaze and drank deeply from his mug, then crossed to the refrigerator. Opening the door, he gazed inside. “I think I’ll have an omelet this morning. Would you like me to make one for you, too?”


Ali froze. Had he really asked that? She couldn’t eat eggs; she’d never been able to eat eggs. They gave her a horrible stomachache. Mac darn well knew that.


Hurt sliced through her, a sharp, deep pain that lodged right beneath her breastbone. Ali shut her eyes, shivered, and shriveled. He knew eggs made her ill, but he simply didn’t think, not about her, not anymore. She was of no more consequence to Mac Timberlake than the puddles of water he’d left pooled on the laundry room floor.


He pulled his breakfast ingredients out of the fridge. Eggs, milk, butter, cheese. He never glanced her way or gave any sign of listening for a response to his stupid, careless question. As had become the pattern of late for her, on the heels of hurt came anger.


Fuming, Ali set down her coffee mug and left the kitchen without a word. Forget yellow. Never mind sharing a meal or conversation. She’d forgo her usual yogurt and fruit this morning, stop off at Archie’s and buy a hot glazed donut. And maybe a jelly donut, too. Shoot, she’d go for broke and add an éclair to her order. All that grease and fat and cholesterol. Yum. At least she’d enjoy her breakfast before it made her sick. That ought to make him happy.


The thought wasn’t exactly fair. Ali knew very well that his offer had been thoughtless, not mean, but she didn’t care. That single question summed up all the slights and hurts of the past seven months and left her furious. Marching toward the entry hall, where she’d left her purse and keys on a console table, she paused at the door to his home office and stared into the room.


Ali might have chosen the drapes, furnishings, and paint colors, but it had always been his space. Woe be the family member who invaded it without invitation or permission. She’d not had a problem with that. She’d always agreed that the room and its contents should remain off-limits to the children. Wasn’t she forever going in search of scissors that had “walked off” from her own desk in the den?


“But it’s supposed to be your office,” she muttered, taking in the tableau. “Not your bedroom.”


His shoes sat on the floor next to the couch, socks tucked neatly inside, the big, square pillow moved from the window seat to one end of the sofa, the afghan mussed and thrown over the back cushions. Like he’d just climbed out of bed.


Ali’s temper rose. His sleeping downstairs was an insult. A slap in her face. The need to strike back at him was a living, breathing thing inside her.


She stepped into his office. His inner sanctum—his new bedroom—and strode toward his desk. There she brazenly committed a sin of significant magnitude and booted up his computer. She opened the browser. With her pulse thrumming, her heart pounding, she typed in her favorite luxury retailer’s Web address, then navigated to bedding. After a brief search, she made her selection, filled in her credit card and delivery information, then defiantly clicked the button to confirm the purchase. She was breathing as if she’d run a marathon.


“What do you think you’re doing?”


It wasn’t the question that prodded her temper but the tone. Clipped and condescending and challenging, all in six little words.


“I’m looking up omelet recipes,” she returned in as snotty a voice as she could manage. Then she snapped her fingers and added, “Oh, no, wait. That wasn’t it. I almost forgot. Eggs make me deathly ill. Actually, I was looking at porn. You see, my sex life has been lacking of late.”


“Alison!” He stood in the doorway looking shocked, unhappy, and annoyed.


Her chin came up. “Guess that wasn’t funny, was it, Mac? Okay, fine. What I really did on your computer just now was buy a down blanket for my bed to keep me warm at night. You can sleep on the couch forever for all I care.”


“What is wrong with you?” He took a step into the room, his gray eyes a winter storm bearing down upon her, bitterly cold and dangerous.


“What is wrong with me?” she repeated. In that moment, she finally found the strength—or maybe surrendered to the weakness—and stepped out from behind the desk, folded her arms, and confronted the elephant in the room. “You don’t sleep with me anymore. We haven’t made love in months. I don’t know, Judge Timberlake. You’re the one with all the answers. What is wrong with me?”


“Oh, for God’s sake,” he said with disgust and a scowl. “Have you been taking your hormones?”


Ali sucked in an audible breath. At that moment, she truly hated him.


She rushed toward the door. When she passed near him, Mac reached out and grabbed her by the arm just above her elbow. Not hard enough to bruise, but firmly. Flames of anger had replaced the coldness in his eyes.


Ali looked down at his hand. “Let go. You’re hurting me.”


He dropped her arm as if scalded and stepped away. When his gaze dropped to the spot where he’d held her, Ali wanted to smirk. She knew the man. He thought she’d accused him of physically hurting her. Was he worried she would call the cops? Charge the irreproachable judge with domestic violence?
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