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A sudden gust of wind whipped into the office and Adam Clements winced, held the already glued stick in place and breathed to steady his hand. Another couple of seconds and he could let it go. From the moment he’d hit his home gym this morning at daybreak, getting this model finished for his father had been his focus. As he’d mopped the sweat from his face after a round of weights, he’d tried to visualize the end product. It so wasn’t his area of expertise but giving up wasn’t an option.

Should have put a stopper in front of the door. The idea had crossed his mind earlier but the weather was gorgeous if slightly cool and he’d not given it any more thought. Another gust rattled the Cherry Lake Commerce Award plaque on the wall and was followed by a resounding slam of the front door. He looked up when a feminine cry shattered his focus. A set of cobalt-blue eyes connected with his over the balsa wood project. A petite goddess stood holding one gloved hand in the other, a look of pain on her pinched pink lips.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize the wind had come up quite so strong. Trying to get some fresh breeze from the lake in here to get rid of the overpowering smell of this glue.” Even so, the strong chemical fumes hung around the office. He pulled his hand away from the model, quickly wiped away the excess glue from his fingers on a rag and strode toward her, holding his hand out for hers. “Are you badly hurt? I can take you to the clinic if you’d rather not show me.”

A wavering smile crossed her lips and she dropped her hands to her side, hiding them behind the warm winter coat. “I’m fine. Honestly.” Small white teeth crept over her bottom lip before a hint of a smile lit up her face again.

“But you’re hurt. I saw how you grabbed at your hand. Please let me help you since I’m the one at fault here.”

“I promise you, I’m fine.” She glanced toward his desk. “It’s really good. The model, I mean.” When she raised her hand and pulled the knitted beanie from her head, the honey-blonde curls tumbled around her face, settling on her shoulders like a soft halo giving him a better picture of the stunning woman that stood in front of him. She couldn’t have been more that 5’2” tall but her presence filled his father’s small real estate office. A sense of friendliness bubbled from her tiny frame, reminding him of an expensive bottle of champagne only just opened and ready to explode on his taste buds.

“Thanks. It’s a gift for one of the local kids that my father was halfway through making. He’s uh, not quite up to finishing it right now so I promised to take over for him. One less thing for him to worry about while he recovers.”

“That’s so sweet of you.” A small dimple appeared in the cleft of her chin when she smiled. Cute. It was hard to look away from it.

He brushed off the compliment and held out his hand once again. “Adam Clement. What can I do for you?”

A gloved hand met his as a frown settled between her perfectly sculptured brows, replacing the smile in an instant. “I was to meet a Mr. Clement here but I’m not sure I have the right man. You sounded far older over the phone.”

A quick stab of pain shot him in the gut, reminding him how close to death his father had come and the reason he was in Cherry Lake holding down the fort instead of being in Seattle. “That would have been my father. I’m dealing with the family business until his health improves.”

The blue eyes shadowed with a quick flash of anguish. “Oh no. That’s terrible. I do hope he gets well soon. Nothing too serious I hope.”

“He’s had a major heart attack and surgery but at least they managed to get to him in time. A couple of months of recuperation and he should be as good as new. I hope so anyway. I’d like to get back to Seattle sooner rather than later.” That had been the plan but it wasn’t set in stone.

“Well, I wish him a speedy recovery then.” She looked around the office before talking again. “I wonder if I could get my keys?”

Adam tore his gaze from her face. She really was beautiful but seemed somewhat guarded. “Of course. What did you say your name was?”

“It’s Dakota Moore. I’m renting the cottage by the lake.”

Miss Dakota Moore. “Ah, Galway Cottage. That’s right. I remember Dad saying you’d taken the lease for twelve months. Your sister helped move all of your furniture in last week. Seems like a very capable and friendly lady.” He stepped back to his own desk and took a file from the inbox tray.

“She is. Such an organizer. She’s so pleased I decided to come to Cherry Lake that she felt the need to help me settle in.”

It didn’t take long to find the lease agreement with her name on it, a copy of her driver’s license attached for identification. For once, the picture did its owner credit. “Right, here we are. I need you to sign that you’ve received the keys and it’s all yours.” He slid the paperwork across the desk and handed Dakota a pen. “If you would initial where I’ve marked.”

She leaned down and started to pen her signature. A heavy silver pendant on a long chain around her neck swung over the papers catching his attention. The stamp on the back was one he recognized.

“Glitterz. That’s a Glitterz piece of jewelry isn’t it?” He should know. A hefty chunk of his last season’s paycheck went to the jeweler that stocked that high-end brand.

Dakota lifted her head and smiled at him, a smile that reached her eyes this time. “Yes it is. You certainly know your jewelry.”

“I should. I bought plenty of it over the years. One of my girlfriends was totally in love with the designs and exclusiveness of each piece. She gathered quite a collection while we were together.” Not that he regretted the gifts he’d given her, they’d been good together while it lasted. “Do you have many pieces yourself?”

“A few.” Pink tinged her cheeks as she finished signing with a flourish and handed the pen back to him. “My keys please, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.” He filed the paperwork, then opened the cupboard that held the keys and located the set for the rental. “Here you are. Address is on the key but you would have passed the cottage on the way into town. Welcome to Cherry Lake, Miss Moore.”

“Thank you. I’m sure I’m going to enjoy it.” She slipped the keys in her coat pocket.

He followed her to the door, keeping a hold of it against the wind while she pulled the knitted beanie back over her head, tucking the blowing strands of honey tinted hair out of the way. “I hope you enjoy your stay.”

“Thank you. I’m sure I will.” She stepped down one step and grinned at the little black dog hanging out of the car window watching her every move. “Sit down, Tiny. There’s a good girl.” The poodle sat on the driver’s seat, her gaze on her owner.

“Cute.”

“Yes, she is. Tiny Dancer won’t cause any trouble. I can promise you that. She’s a good dog and well trained.”

“I’m sure my father wouldn’t have let you lease the cottage if he thought otherwise. That’s an unusual name, fan of the ballet?” He leaned on the doorframe watching the dog getting agitated as her owner stood talking to him. Adam had no wish to see her leave.

“No. Elton John fan actually. Tiny is the dancer in this family. From the time I got her she would pirouette like a professional whenever she got excited.” She laughed, a soft tinkling sound that touched something in his heart. “I never could get both of my feet to work in sync enough to get through the first couple of ballet classes, much to my mother’s disappointment.”

Adam nodded his head. “Right, Elton John. One of my favorites too, especially his earlier tunes.” He held out his hand again. “It was nice to meet you, Dakota. If you need anything, please call. You’ll find Cherry Lake a pretty friendly little town where we all get to know one another.”

“I’m counting on it.” She withdrew her hand and skipped down the steps, turning back to him as she opened the car door throwing him a stunning smile. “Thanks. I’ll see you around then.”

[image: image]

She slid into her seat and let out a heavy breath. Talk about a hunk. The guy was model material. Tall with a firm frame, not overly muscular which she liked. Short blond hair with a slight curl at the front and the most kissable lips she’d seen in a long time. Just her luck she’d sworn off men or things might be very different.

Her father’s advice about her whirlwind romance had fallen on deaf ears at the time but she’d paid dearly for ignoring the wisest man she knew. Dumped by her fiancé a month before their wedding was enough to turn anyone off men. Roger’s final words still haunted her, popping up to remind her to think before she leapt next time. “I gave you everything. Stood beside you, backed you up and held your hand when you got overwhelmed with the fame. And what do you have to offer me now? A room in your parents’ condo while all we had is gone because of a stupid car accident. That was the lifestyle I wanted, Dakota, what I fought for. Not what you have now. I don’t think so.”

That stupid car accident hadn’t been her fault and she’d paid dearly for it regardless. Roger seemed to forget that the condo she’d had to sell to cover the medical bills was hers, not something he’d put anything into. And her career had already taken off before he arrived on scene, acting like he’d come to save her. From what, she’d had no idea. Shame she couldn’t see through him then, before he’d shown his true colors.

Everything had been hers. Every single thing and losing it all had been devastating. But it was all worth it to keep her hand intact and find out exactly what kind of man she’d fallen in love with. Never again would she be so swift to declare her feelings or get carried away by a handsome face and honeyed words. She wanted more substance in her life partner. Dakota had her spidey senses on full alert around every man that looked at her twice.

She’d promised herself she wouldn’t even look at another male unless he was in diapers or retired for at least the next eighteen months and she still had six to go. But she’d settle for a friend any day of the week, especially one who looked as good as Adam Clement.

Dakota waved as she turned the car back the way she’d come. On the drive back she had more time to take in the views over the lake. A small cluster of cottages sat perched on the edge of the water down a private laneway and that was where she was headed. Each cottage was painted a different color, the gardens planted with bright bursts of color to blend in with the building. A goal post complete with net hugged one side of the road opposite a lemon-and-white two-story cottage. A bike lay on the edge of the road, a helmet dangling over the handlebars. Dakota swerved around it, drove past another cottage and pulled up in the driveway of the pretty pale gray building set a little way back from where the lane ended in a sweeping cul-de-sac. A white picket fence, a gray mailbox and an open gate welcomed her to her new home. The garden was a mix of white lavenders and Japanese box hedges, formal but at the same time soothing and she inhaled the calming smell hanging in the air. A sense of peacefulness enveloped Dakota as she opened the car door.

Tiny jumped across her knee and out the car, scurried through the gate, darted around the garden sniffing the new territory. What she’d have done without her little dog these last months, she didn’t know. She slid out of the car, pulled the keys for the front door from her coat pocket as she walked up the paved pathway to the little portico over the front door. A half wine barrel of white flowers sat either side of the welcome mat. Someone really cared about this cottage. Dakota was lucky to secure it at such short notice.

“Come on, little poodle.” She ran up the steps onto the porch and slid the key into the door, peeking through the glass door in anticipation. It opened into a small entrance that led into the living room. A rush of nostalgia hit her like a sledgehammer. It was like stepping into her past, coming face-to-face with something she thought she’d never have again. A lump rose in her throat. The furniture had been in storage since she’d come out of the hospital and she’d been forced to move in with her parents. This was the first time she’d seen it since then.

Her father had arranged to have it delivered and Mari helped organize everything on this end for her move to Cherry Lake. Thank goodness the real estate agent had let Mari take the key so the furniture would end up in the right rooms. It looked warm and inviting. Like home. Her rugs, coffee tables and low bookcases were placed exactly where she would have put them. Ornaments and pieces of bleached driftwood, dried starfish and crystal she had collected over the years sat in boxes against the wall. She’d sort those out when she had time. Put everything where she wanted it. The cool blue-and-white Hamptons style furniture she’d fallen in love with when she bought her apartment soothed her nerves and for the first time in almost a year, Dakota knew she would be okay.

Tiny ran in the door and charged around the room, sniffing the familiar furniture before jumping up and slumping on the couch with her head resting on her paws, watching her human lose the battle with her emotions.

“This is it, our new life.” Dakota ripped open a lid, unable to resist pilfering through the contents and picked out a pearly oyster shell. She stepped over to a large picture window, ran her finger over the smooth surface. She looked out over Flathead Lake, soaking up the view. “We can do this away from the family. I know they mean well, Tiny, but I need to do this for myself, get my confidence back. Mari understands. I just wish Mom and Dad did too.”

She put her shell down on the windowsill, one she’d collected on one of her many beach walks, undid the buttons on her coat and let it slide off. A lone glass bowl sat on the low coffee table filled with vanilla infused beads beside an arrangement of white roses. The unexpected display made her stop and smell. She’d always loved vanilla and roses scattered around her apartment. How sweet of her sister to remember. She inhaled again, taking the time to relax before exploring her new home.

Folding the coat across her arm, she turned and walked down a hallway, under the stairs and stepped into what was her bedroom. The familiar antique cast iron bed covered with its patchwork comforter sat facing the window over the stunning water views. At least she wouldn’t have to make the bed tonight.

She tossed the coat over the foot of the bed before going into the en suite, giving it an approving glance. Perfect. Next she checked out the spare room, sighing in pleasure. Dakota had wanted her work space close to her living area and had chosen the second bedroom for her business. The loft bedrooms would be for when her parents or siblings came to stay. If they ever forgave her for leaving the city and their protective arms.

Her workroom. Gosh, she’d missed it. The fine intricate tools, the rare gems she had stashed away with visions sketched in black and white of her ideas, her projects for the future pinned to large corkboards stacked against the wall. Now she wondered if she’d ever have the chance to make them. The accident had robbed her of touch in several fingers, nerves damaged beyond repair, or so the surgeons said. Who knew if she would ever get to do the fine metalwork she was renowned for?

The jewelry table had been set up near the window, but her tools and supplies were still sitting in boxes waiting for her to unpack. When she opened the boxes, she was going to be emotional. It was to be expected.

A sharp yap from Tiny as her claws hit the wooden floors followed by a knock at the door.

Get yourself together Dakota. Can’t go greeting anyone looking this fragile. She wiped her eyes, patted her hair and hurried out. Adam stood at the door, a smile on his face and a gift basket in his arms.

“Sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking when you left.” He held out the basket. “This is a welcome gift for you. Dad gives them to anyone he deals with and it wasn’t until you left that I remembered I hadn’t given you one. Sorry.” He gave her a lopsided grin that she found charming and just a little bit too appealing. How on earth could she be interested in someone when the mandatory time wasn’t up? She’d thought Roger scarred her for life. It would seem she was wrong.

“That’s really sweet of you.” She took the basket, noticed the bottle of wine and a couple of glasses. “Would you like to share a glass with me? No problem if you’re busy but it seems you’re being so friendly the least I could do is return the favor.” Dakota walked over to the coffee table and put the basket down.

“Haven’t I caught you in the middle of something?” Adam followed her in, shut the door behind him. “I’d hate to stop your unpacking or settling in.”

“No, not at all. I don’t have to hurry with anything. Seriously not planning on doing anything major tonight. Tomorrow will be soon enough.” She frowned as she looked at the boxes stacked in the kitchen.

“If you’re sure it’s not imposing I’d love to have a drink. But only one though, I have to call in on my mom before I go home. She gets a bit nervous staying on her own. Won’t hear of me staying with her while Dad’s in the hospital so the least I can do is check on her as I pass their place.”

“You are a caring son.” She took the bottle of wine and glasses, walked into the kitchen to open it.

“Did you want me to light the fire for you? I see it’s all ready to go so it won’t take me a minute and it’s starting to get rather cold at night.”

“Please. I guess Mari must have brought all the wood in for me and set it up. I don’t know what I’d do without her. She is such a great organizer.”

The sound of a match striking the box sounded before Adam spoke again. “I think that might have been Woodsie. He’s the local handyman and you’ll probably see him from time to time around the place. An older gentleman, big moustache and a deep voice. He does all the gardening so you don’t have to worry about any of that. If you run out of firewood, give him a shout too, it’s all part of your rental package. He lives two houses down.”

“That’s great, thanks.” She walked back into the room and handed Adam a glass of wine, took a sip of her own and sighed in pleasure. “This is very nice.”

“We aim to please, or at least my dad does. The real estate business is his baby.”

“Have a seat, Adam. Tell me about the town, help me get my bearings.”

He sat on the lounge and Tiny jumped up beside him, leaning into his side. He put his hand around her which gained him a tick of gratitude from Dakota. “Let’s see. I’ve been away living in Seattle for the last eight years but since I’ve been home, I haven’t noticed much change to be honest. It’s a nice quiet little town. Lovely people and the pace is quite slow which suits most of us. Good way to balance out my crazy lifestyle.” He laughed and Dakota felt the pull of attraction again. How ridiculous that this should be happening to her now. Trusting another man was going to be hard after Roger and his need for the highlife and her money but it seemed her hormones had other ideas.

“Crazy? In what way?” She kept her voice casual.

“I play soccer for the Seattle Sounders. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining at all. It’s been an exciting ride and I love the sport. But coming back to Cherry Lake is like a breath of fresh air. I find it a good way to recharge the batteries for the next season and having family here is the best excuse to come home even if this trip back was unexpected.”

“Sounds wonderful. I suppose you’d have to keep yourself pretty fit for that, even out of season?”

“Most definitely. I run every morning, always have. Did you see the mountains as you came into town?”

She nodded.

“Those are the Mission Ranges. My place sits snug up to the base of the range. Grandparents built the house when they were newly married and luckily they left it to me. It was my favorite place to go when I was a little kid. Plenty of parkland and ranches around and first thing in the morning I pretty much have the place to myself except for the animals.” He sipped his wine and rubbed his fingers over Tiny’s ears. “Enough about me. Tell me what brought you to Cherry Lake, Dakota?”
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Chapter Two
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So, he wasn’t immune to the gorgeous newcomer. After half an hour with her, Adam felt as though they were firm friends. She was easy to talk to, keen to learn about Cherry Lake and didn’t even know who he was. Kind of refreshing not to be recognized and fussed over.

He drove past the old Grange, one of his father’s renovation projects, past the school’s main building and slowed when he came to the sports field. A group of teens kicked a ball and he paused to watch them. This was where he’d been given the opportunity to play soccer, thanks to Coach Miller. The gruffly sports teacher had seen something promising in the young boy and encouraged him to play. Now his days in the big league were almost coming to an end. Adam wished he could go back and start all over again.

An explosion pulled him out of his reminiscing. “What the heck?” A gangly teen ran toward the car, fear on his face, hands out in apology. “Sorry, Adam. I didn’t mean to hit your car.”

Adam opened the door and got out, grabbed the ball before the boy could. “What were you thinking?”

“Hey, I said I was sorry. It wasn’t like I was aiming for you or anything. I was trying a shot and I missed.” The boy stood with his head hanging, embarrassed but defiant at the same time.

Adam looked at him, saw his friends standing back out of the way. “What kind of shot?”

The teen lifted his chin and named the kick. “You should know it, you can curve a ball better than most.”

“You were trying to bend it, yeah?” Adam felt a stab of pride at the boy’s determination, the memories of long nights practicing with his dad to get that move right and knew how hard it could be.

“But he can’t do it no matter how hard he tries. None of us can.” The other boys had come forward when Adam had shown a spark of interest.

“Coach reckons we need to practice more but it’s not working. We lost another season and he’s not happy.” The boy held his hand out for the ball.

“You’re Cory Woods, aren’t you? Jake’s kid.” He’d grown up since Adam had been in Seattle. Last time he’d seen Cory, he’d been in diapers and barely walking. His father had been a year ahead of Adam in school and was now a fireman in Cherry Lake according to his mother.

“So? You gonna tell him I hit your car?”

Adam raised an eyebrow, glanced at the shiny paint. “Did you damage it?”

Cory looked over his shoulder at the car, frowned and then lifted his chin. “No.”

“So, how about I give you a lesson? Not saying you’ll get it right away but we can try if you want to.” Adam’s competitive streak rose up and stood proudly waving the flag. He knew better than to try and force it down.

Cory shrugged his shoulders as if he didn’t care but he couldn’t hide the smile taking over his face.

“Let me change my shoes.” Adam threw the ball to him, opened the trunk of his car and took out his sports bag. Like any keen sportsman, he kept a change of clothes and sponsor supplied boots in his car. One of the perks of being the face of a popular sporting brand, the latest styles delivered to his door. Never knew when he might get a chance to work out or take on a friendly game. He slipped them on, did up the laces and jogged over to the boys who were huddled near the goal line talking in excited whispers.

“Stand in the middle of the goal posts and watch how I angle my body when I kick.” Adam took the ball and walked back to give himself room to curve the ball.

Cory shuffled over to the goal posts and stood uncertainly between them. “My granddad will be furious if I come home with a bloody nose. Doubt he’d believe me if I told him you did it.”

“If you know me that well, Cory, you’ll know I don’t miss. Stand still and watch.” Adam lined up the boy in his vision, imagined the spot beside his right ear, saw the kick in his mind and stepped back. He rubbed his hands together, glanced at the goal posts again and stepped forward lifting his foot. The kick cracked in the still night air and the group of boys sighed in awe as the ball curved around Cory and hit the back of the net.

Cory stood frozen for a second and then a slow grin spread over his face. “Can you show me how to do that, please Adam?”

“It takes a fair bit of time to pick up. It’s not that simple.” He should know. It was kick after kick, night after night, until he could do it right every time. His father was determined to make sure Adam could do it in his sleep if need-be and after months of trying, he’d succeeded.

“Please. We need help. You know we do. I’ll mow your mom’s lawn, clean out the front of the shop for you if you help us.”

“I’m not here for long. Only until my father recovers from surgery.”

Taking that as an agreement he would help them, the boys ran forward and all started talking at once. Adam held up his hand, overwhelmed with the chatter of teenage boys. When he had silence, he spoke. “Tell Coach Miller that if he wants my help, I’m more than willing to give you guys a coaching session but it won’t be anything more than that, alright? One session.”

One of the other boys sidled closer. “Coach was talking to us about getting you and some of your friends down for a coaching clinic. Reckons that it might do us the world of good and it would be a good deed for your team.”

Adam looked from face to expectant face. It would be a goodwill exercise and he was sure the team would take it on board if he suggested it, even this late in the year. If he could get at least a couple of the guys down here to help out, he wouldn’t feel so bad about not being here to help out for next season. “Leave it with me and I’ll see what I can do.”

“Can you watch me while I try and do that kick before you go?” Cory held the ball, his eyes full of hope and determination.

“Sure. But I’m not standing in the middle of the posts for you just yet.” Adam lined him up, whispered in his ear as he got himself ready and then stepped back.

Cory watched as the ball sailed close to the poles but skimmed the top of the net landing in the grass and bounced under the stands. His friends laughed, slapped each other’s shoulders and yelled derogatory remarks that made Cory blush in shame.

“Ignore them and try again. This time, don’t curve your foot so far to the left, keep your toes on point. You want to imagine a dotted line taking a lazy curve but your big toe has to lead the way. You can do it if you practice hard enough. Took me months of trying day and night to get the right angle and I still practice all the time to keep my eye in.” Adam turned to his friends. “You guys can cut the noise if you want a turn. Give your friend a little respect.” They huddled together and kept quiet, jostling to be first in line.

Cory placed the ball and took a step back, glancing at Adam for reassurance. Then he looked at the goal, down to the ball and up again before taking a steady breath. He stepped forward and kicked with a solid whack of his foot.

The scream from his friends as the ball slammed into the back of the net had Cory grinning. It was on the high side but that didn’t matter, it was in the goal. Adam slapped him on the shoulder. “Good job. See, if you know where you want the ball to go and you can imagine its trajectory, you’re halfway there. Keep practicing.” He nudged the boy to the back of the line. “Right, who’s next?”

By the time he got to his parents’ house, it was dark and the house was a sea of lights. His mother hated the dark when she was at home alone and he felt a twinge of regret staying so late with the kids, knowing she was expecting him. He parked his car and walked into the kitchen, not surprised to see her at the stove standing over a large pot of warming stew. The smell of onions, garlic and tomatoes made his stomach rumble.

“You’re late. Have a busy day?” She lifted the spoon and tested the gravy, nodded her satisfaction and turned down the stove. “I made your favorite. Did you want to eat here or take it home for later?”

“Reasonable day.” He sniffed the pot and smiled. One of the things he made the most of when he came home, was his mother’s cooking. “I think I’ll eat with you tonight and if you have plenty, I won’t say no to a take-out meal too. I stopped at the school to help some boys. Remember little Cory, Jake Woods’s kid? He was playing soccer with his friends and convinced me to show him how to kick. Time got away on us.”

“That was nice of you, Adam. Those poor kids are desperate to win a district championship but it hasn’t happened so far. Dad always hoped you’d lend a hand with the school team. Maybe you could see your way to...”

“Already been asked, Mom. I told them to talk to Coach Miller about me doing a one off coaching session. I don’t have time to commit to anything else because I don’t know when I’m going back.” He opened the fridge and took out a soda, popped off the top, throwing it in the bin. “Newcomer to town today. Dakota Moore has rented Galway Cottage for twelve months. Seems a very nice person, bubbly and friendly. She’s a half-sister to Mari Moore, you know the lady that bought the Lake Hotel.”

“Really? That’s interesting. We thought that old hotel would never sell with all the work it needs. Hope she has some good ideas. Was lovely in its day.” She picked up a glass of wine she had on the kitchen counter and placed it down at the kitchen table. From the fridge she took a bowl of the salad Adam ate on a daily basis despite the colder weather, and placed it down within his reach. “I wonder what your father knows about her.”

“Knowing you, you’ll have all the information you want out of her yourself by the end of the week.” He took a seat at the table, picked at a piece of red pepper from the top of the bowl and ate it, savoring the crunch. “How’s Dad today?”

“Cranky. He wants to come home. You know how much he hates being made to sit still.”

Adam took a sip of his drink to wash down the heat of the pepper. “I don’t blame him but considering he’s had major heart surgery he’s going to have to do as he’s told.”

“He understands he’s lucky to be alive but still, he’s not used to being so useless. His words, not mine. I’ll take him any way I can have him.” She sat opposite Adam. “I’m so lucky they got to him in time. I was terrified he was going to die.”

He reached out and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I know. I can imagine how you must have felt. When you called me, I couldn’t get home fast enough. Every mile was agony wondering if I would make it in time. Now we have to make sure he takes it easy and recovers properly before he eases back into his routine. Last thing we need is a relapse of any kind.” He doubted they would be so lucky a second time considering the severity of the first attack.

His mother smiled and linked her fingers on the table in front of her. “I want to talk to you about that. The doctor thinks it’s time your father retired. He’s been doing far too much lately and it’s taken its toll.”

He hadn’t seen that coming. “He won’t do it. You know he’s going to fight you on this, don’t you? The last thing Dad would want to do is sell the business.”

“I know. It’s going to be hard but honey, we don’t need the money. We’re set for life and that’s what I want with your father, a decent life so we can do things together. I want to travel and we can’t do that with the business tying us to town. I wonder if you can talk to him about it, maybe he’ll let you put out feelers. See if there’s anyone in town interested in buying it.”
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“It’s so good to see you. How’s the hand faring up after that long drive?”

Dakota held it up, wiggled her fingers in her half-sister’s face, flexed them a few times to prove she was okay. “Not too bad actually. The cold weather is always going to be hard with the circulation but it’s something I can deal with. Much better alternative than having two fingers amputated.”

Even though they hadn’t grown up together the girls were still close. The years living with her drug addicted mother after their divorce and her father’s subsequent new marriage, hadn’t turned Mari bitter toward her half-sisters.

“I wish you’d let me unpack for you. I could have saved you all this work.” She pointed to the boxes and the wrapping paper that littered the floor.

“Thank you but you know I want to do it myself. My mom and Dad smothered me after the accident. I know they meant well but it got to the stage where I didn’t think I’d ever be able to look after myself again if I didn’t leave. Unpacking and setting up this house is going to be good for me.”

She looked up at the ceiling, listening to her nephew squealing with glee as he watched the movie his mother had set up in the loft bedroom for him. “I love hearing that child so happy.” The scars no longer worried her as they had when she’d first seen what the surgeons had managed to do for her. Ragged lines of shiny skin ran across the back of her left hand, crisscrossed over all but her index finger. They would fade with time but Dakota was realistic. Her scars were there to stay.

Mari smiled. “Me too. When Rake died five years ago, I had horrible visions of Noah growing up missing him terribly and not being able to come to terms with being a fatherless child. But since he was so little when it happened, he’s coping much better without a father figure than I hoped.” She curled her legs underneath her and leaned back on the couch, a glass of wine in one hand, the fire crackling in the grate. Vanilla scented candles now sat in glass containers in the window filling the room with the warm comforting smell. Dakota had found it impossible to ignore the boxes after Adam had left and managed to get through two before her sister arrived.

“Once you get acquainted with your foster parents again, he’ll have more family and that’ll go some way toward making up for it. That was the idea for you moving here in the first place. Have you seen them yet?” Dakota sipped her wine and watched her sister’s reaction. The crackle of the wood fire seemed louder than it should have been when there was no immediate response.

Finally Mari spoke. “No. they’re away overseas and won’t be back for weeks which is good in a way. Gives me time to settle in and think about how I’m going to approach them. They were great foster parents and I didn’t appreciate that enough. Looking back, I can’t believe I gave them so much trouble. They may not even want to see me, and I wouldn’t blame them in the slightest. Have you thought of that?”

She put her glass down and pulled a tissue from the box on the table in front of her, dropping her head into her hands.

“You’re scared, you poor thing.” Dakota moved over to Mari and sat with her arm around her shoulders, wondering why she hadn’t noticed the frailness in her before. Mari put on a good front and she suspected she always had. “Do you really think they’ll take it that badly, hold your past against you? I mean, surely they’ll want to see Noah and you too for that matter. Once they know what happened of course, why you ran away.”

“I caused them nothing but trouble when my mom died and they took me in. I don’t see them welcoming me with open arms after what I put them through. I’m sure when they know I’m here they’ll avoid me like the plague. I don’t blame them. I’d do the same if I was them.” She rubbed the heels of her hands into her eyes and sniffed. “I’ll be fine and so will Noah. When the time is right I’ll tell them what happened and why we left Cherry Lake. Until then, I’m going to concentrate on my business and try to get involved in the community again. I want us to belong, Dakota.”

“You always belonged, Mari. You just never let yourself believe it.” Dakota smoothed her hand down the back of her sister’s head.

Mari smiled and took a breath. “This move is about you. We have to get you back into the land of the living, make new friends and get your business up and running again.”

“Funny thing is, that’s exactly what you should be doing too.”

Mari nodded her head. “You’re right. One day at a time for both of us.”

Dakota clasped her hands together, excitement, anticipation tinged with a sliver of fear racing up her neck. “Can I show you something? And if I do, will you promise to be honest and not sugarcoat your remarks because of my accident and the whole debacle with my fiancé dumping me?”

“Sure. You know I always tell the truth. What is it, show me?” She got off the blue-and-white striped couch and pulled Dakota up with her, a mischievous grin breaking out on her tear stained face.

“Follow me. When I was recuperating, Dad wouldn’t let me get my tools out of storage. Claimed it would be cruel to let me try and make jewelry when my hand wouldn’t work properly. So I bought a basic tool set online and started working on something I already had in the early stages of production before the accident. Something completely different to my jewelry that I didn’t tell anyone about. You’re the first to see them.”

“Ooh I like that.” They gave a conspiratorial giggle and a bump of hips.

They hurried into the workroom and Dakota flipped open the lid on the packing box on her workbench she’d put aside earlier. She took a tissue wrapped object out and placed it on the table, turning to Mari. “You have to promise to be honest.”

“Scout’s honor.” She lifted her fingers in the scout salute and grinned. “Come on, already.”

Dakota unwrapped the decoration, her heart pounding and held it out to her sister.

“Oh my goodness.” Mari took the fragile glass and copper angel, held it up to the light and watched the rainbows dart over the ceiling as the decoration spun on its golden thread. “That is so beautiful. I’m so envious of your talent, honey.”

“You really like it?” She analyzed it as it swung, noting the blues and purples in the copper edging, wondering if she should have used a different metal and made them brighter. Perhaps silver would have been a better idea but the copper had appealed to her sense of color matching, thinking it would make a good replacement for gold. That metal would have put the ornaments beyond the average person’s wallet and that wasn’t what she was aiming for with this new collection. She wanted something anyone could afford. Something worthy of being handed down generation after generation.

“Its stunning, Dakota. Really stunning. Did you do the glass yourself?”

“No, definitely not my forte. I buy all the components from a factory in Egypt and let my imagination take over. Welding them together with copper makes for a really luxurious bauble, I think.”

Mari smiled her agreement, holding the angel up again. “This isn’t a bauble, honey. It’s a work of art. I should hire you to make me a heap of these for the hotel. We need to showcase your talents. Even if you can’t go back to making the finer jewelry you used to make, these would sell like crazy.”

“I’m kind of hoping so too. I’ve already got together a website to see if they take off, still under the Glitterz label. The response has been huge but I’m not taking orders yet, just testing the market, putting out feelers. Each one is unique, same as all of my creations. I’m going to launch it once I take some more photos of what I’ve done so far.”

“I can tell you for a fact that you will be worked off of your feet once word gets out. And with Christmas fast approaching, the timing couldn’t be more perfect.” Mari held the angel in her hand. “I have an idea. There’s a meeting at the hotel this week. Some of the locals want to try and raise money for the Grange. It’s run-down and Mr. Clement senior wants to try and band the town together and see if they can save it before it’s too late. Every year that goes by is a year lost that they can’t get back and something else deteriorates beyond repair. You should come. Be a great chance to meet everyone and you could put your hand up to help.”

“I don’t know. I’d rather have time to find my feet and ease into the community slowly. I don’t want to roll in like a steam engine and make my presence known by taking over.” She took the angel back and wrapped it in the tissue, placing it in the box for safe keeping.

Mari gave a chuckle. “I know something that you don’t.” She leaned her elbows on the workbench and grinned.

With a roll of her eyes, Dakota gave in. “Spill it, Sis.”

“I had a look around the Grange earlier today. Adam gave me the tour because he’s had to take over from his father for now and they think my hotel would be a good place to hold all the meetings. For my part I only have to supply them with snacks, they’ll buy their own drinks but I couldn’t refuse, especially not once I saw what they’re trying to preserve.”

“You wouldn’t anyway. It’s not in your nature and you want...”

“To belong, yes exactly. The Grange is a mess but I believe fixable if they can raise the money. Great bones and a terrific meeting place for the town.” Her lips curved in a small smile. “But what might interest you are the chandeliers. Two beauties that are screaming out for loving repairs.” She pointed to the wrapped angel. “This makes me think you could do it.”

“Really? I’ve never tackled anything like that before.” The thought of doing repair work on something as old as they must be piqued her interest. “I’d love to go and have a look.”

“I can show you tomorrow or better still, get Adam to. I’m sure he won’t mind.”

Dakota shook her head. “I don’t want to bother him. He’s a busy man.”

A laugh filled the room. “Cherry Lake is not Los Angeles, Dakota. It’s not that busy that he can’t take ten minutes off to show you the Grange. Honestly, it’ll be fine.”

Dakota’s mind started going over the possibilities.

“Let’s get dinner going. I need to get Noah to bed before he falls asleep on me. The child is growing up and getting heavier by the day. I don’t want to have to carry him up the stairs when I get home to the hotel.”

“I can’t wait to see it in the flesh. The photos you sent Mom and Dad of the hotel were awesome. So much you can do to make it a fabulous wedding destination too. You’re lucky you and Rake were financially secure before he died.”

“Yes, I am. Come over whenever you like. Can’t wait to show you around.”

The next morning Dakota woke up in her new bedroom and stretched before looking out the window. From where she lay nestled in her pillows, it gave her the feeling she was floating on Flathead Lake, peaceful and soothing. Just what she needed after the turmoil of L.A. She rubbed the side of her hand, got the blood flowing before flexing her fingers. They were much better and she gave a small prayer of thanks.

The thought of not having all four fingers and thumb after the horrific car accident she’d been in had left her in such a panic that she’d said if she could keep them, she’d treat every day as a blessing and do what she could for anyone she met. Pay if forward with kindness. That was a promise she had every intention of keeping and it looked as though she already had an opening with the community project.

Dakota threw back the blankets, slid out of bed and padded down the hallway to the kitchen. Tiny pranced around her feet until she opened the back door. “Stay home, little poodle.” The dog ran outside, did her business and made a beeline for the bushes and started sniffing.

Once the coffee machine started to warm up, Dakota scurried to the bathroom for a quick shower, reveling in the fact that for the first time in months, she was on her own again. In her own space to do as she pleased. Even the loss of her beautiful condo couldn’t dampen her spirits this morning. She dressed in winter running gear with a warm jacket and carried her runners and gloves into the kitchen. Tiny lay in the sunshine in the middle of the lawn sunning herself and Dakota left her there while the first cup of coffee hit her bloodstream.

“Let’s go for a walk and explore our new town.” Dakota jiggled the lead and Tiny came running. She slid her cell phone into her jacket pocket, walked out the front door ready to take on whatever the day threw at her. Sunlight shimmered over the lake as she crossed over to the sandy shore. The fresh clean smell of the water went a long way to making her feel invigorated and ready for exercise despite the cold. Few people were out this early but that didn’t deter her. She started a brisk walk toward the main road, Tiny prancing beside her. A jogger ran by her, called out a greeting as they passed.

After half an hour of brisk walking, Dakota spied the real estate office. Yesterday when she’d arrived, all she could think of was getting her keys and finding her cottage. Exploring held no interest, she was too tired and wound up after her long drive. Today she wanted to see what the town had to offer. Now seemed like as good a time as any to poke her nose into different shops and see what was available.

Tiny kept pace as they crossed the road. Dakota smiled greetings to those she passed and walked down the street taking in the sights and smells of Cherry Lake. She spied Adam jogging toward her and raised a hand in greeting. “Good morning.”

He stopped and bent over, catching his breath. His T-shirt was damp with sweat and clung to his skin, showing off a very trim, fit body. Baggy track pants hung low on his hips giving her a peek at a flat stomach. He grinned at her, a sexy heartwarming smile that had her heart thumping. He really was having an unexpected effect on her. Lousy timing though.

“Good morning, Ms. Moore.”

“Dakota, please. You did say this was a friendly town, no point in trying to be too stuffy. Besides, we’ve already had a drink together, we can hardly act formal after our first unofficial date.” She grinned as Tiny pirouetted in front of Adam for attention.

“Ah, I see what you meant yesterday.” He crouched down and ran his fingers over her head, paying attention to her ears. “So very soft.”

“Yes it is. And she doesn’t shed like most dogs do which is a win-win for me.”

Adam stood up, grinned down at her. “How did you sleep? It must have been weird to wake up to boxes everywhere.”

“Very well, thank you and yes, I can’t wait to open the boxes. It’s a gorgeous cottage and it’ll be fun to get reacquainted with my goods. I slept like the dead and woke ready to discover the joys of Cherry Lake. Seemed like a good idea to have an early morning walk.”

He pointed down past his office. “If you head down there a little bit you can get the best coffee and waffles for breakfast you’ve ever had. I’ll vouch for that. There’s a dress shop, a hair salon and a pharmacy, as well as a gift shop. Go across a couple of streets and the library and council buildings are there. Down the other direction heading toward Poulson, you’ll find a much larger range of shops and businesses. All run by friendly locals and that’s where your sister’s new business is in case you didn’t already know.” He paused to wave at someone that drove past before turning back to her again. “The Lake Hotel is a landmark in the area. Not sure how she managed to get the owners to sell. I have the feeling it became too much for the old couple. Too much work and ongoing problems with staff. She’ll have her work cut out for her bringing it back up to scratch. I wish her all the best. It’s a beautiful hotel.”

“And she’s thrilled to bits as well. It was a timing thing apparently. I’ll go over there later. Right now, the coffee and waffles sound like what I need. Thanks.”

Two teens on bikes came pedaling madly toward them and skidded to a halt, spitting up gravel from the edge of the sidewalk. Tiny huddled behind Dakota’s legs whimpering.

“Hey, Adam.”

“Cory, you trying to get someone killed with that thing?”

“Nah, I know how to ride. We wanted to catch you before you started work. Coach Miller called my dad last night.” He smiled at his friend and nudged him with his elbow. “Said to tell you he’ll be in touch about the coaching clinic. My dad said you’re pretty cool doing what you did yesterday and thanks for offering to help out. He’s more excited than I am about you bringing some of your famous teammates down here to help us kids improve our game. Coach wants to talk to you about it too.”

Adam’s cheeks had colored and Dakota looked at him with fresh eyes. The cute guy had a soft side too. That was interesting. It would be if she was interested, that is. Which she wasn’t. Not yet.

“It’s not a promise, Cory. Merely a suggestion but as I said, I’ll do what I can to get some of the guys to agree. I don’t know how long I’m here for so it will all have to fall together in a short amount of time or it’s a no-go.”

“Yeah, sure. But you’ll do your best, right?”

“Of course I will. I’d hardly have mentioned it if I didn’t want to make it work. And tell your dad I’m glad to be of help.” He cleared his throat. “Cory, I want you to meet Dakota Moore. She’s renting the gray cottage.”

“Yeah, I know. Granddad told me.” He bent down and let Tiny sniff his hand before he ruffled her head. “Your dog came and saw me this morning. She’s pretty cute.”

“I didn’t know that. I thought she was out the back when I was in the shower. Feel free to send her home if she comes back again. I don’t want her going on the road.”

“Sure thing.” He nudged his friend. “Okay, gotta go and get the others to practice what you showed us before Coach catches us larking around town. No such things as days off, he reckons.”

“I agree with him. Get practicing and put that helmet on. Lot of good it will do hanging on the handlebars.”

Groans of protest came from Cory as he slammed the helmet on his head.

“I might see you later and say hi to your grandfather and dad for me.” Adam grinned as they sped off toward the school grounds.

“Cute kids. Coaching class and famous team members, what is it that you do exactly? You did say but I’m not sure I got the idea.”

“Soccer, Seattle Sounders to be exact. Look, you don’t want to join me for a coffee, do you? I haven’t had one yet and I can introduce you around. I’ll understand if you don’t want to, I’ve been running and could probably use a shower before I get close to anyone.”

Was he hitting on her? Dakota watched him, trying to figure out his motives.

“Just coffee, Dakota. I’m not looking for anything else. I have a life to go back to in the city when my father is feeling up to getting on with life again.”

Embarrassment heated her cheeks. He knew she thought he was flirting with her. What the heck? She’d have to be more careful in the future to hide her thoughts. “Sure. I, um wasn’t thinking anything else. Coffee sounds great and I’ve been working up a sweat too so no big deal.”
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Why did he find her so attractive? Was it the way she viewed everything with such enthusiasm and glee, a childlike fascination? Such a vivacious personality. He was like that once. Keen to learn new things, meet new challenges. That was what had taken him from Cherry Lake to play for the Seattle Sounders. Eight years in the top league had been an incredible ride. He’d traveled overseas, played against some of the best players in the world, met some of his own heroes of the sporting world and made lifetime friends as well as set himself up financially for the future.

But his time was coming to an end, he knew that. It hadn’t been the talk from his mother last night that had started the niggles of doubt over his playing future. A couple of months ago his own doctor had suggested he rethink his long-term career at a regular health check.

He’d gone over the X-rays, prodded and poked and gave his damning opinion. “Adam, I don’t like how your knee has taken so much trauma. You’ve had two reconstructions and you’re pretty much guaranteed to need another one the way you play. I’m not sure how much longer soccer will be a viable career. One severe knock and it could all be over. You need to think of the future.” He’d peered over his glasses, his mouth a tight grim line. “I know you don’t want to hear it, none of you guys ever do and I’d be failing in my duty of care if I didn’t bring the subject up. But the fact of the matter is that one day you’ll have to give up the sport. Don’t you think it would be wiser to do that before you’re forced to quit due to another injury?”

“Sure, it would be the sensible thing to do if I was worried about my health but I’m not. I have another season at least in me, maybe two. Why would I want to give that up?”

“Because if you don’t and you have another operation, I can’t guarantee that you won’t suffer from arthritis or end up with a cane. It’s highly likely that you’ll end up with joint problems anyway and playing on will only cement that fact. Is it worth it?”

He’d left the doctor’s office with more questions than answers. His father’s heart issues may have been the timely reminder he needed to sort out his future. Not something he thought he would ever be ready for.

“Earth to Adam.” Dakota watched him come back to the present and he looked away from her inquisitive eyes.

“Gosh, sorry. I had a moment down memory lane. Very rude of me. Where were we?”

She sighed and gave him a warm smile. “Mari suggested you show me the Grange when you have time. She wants me to come to the meeting and see if I can help out with the repairs.”

“That’s very kind of you to offer to help when you’ve only just moved to Cherry Lake. The more the merrier.” Adam grimaced as his mother’s neighbor walked past their outside table and gave him a knowing look. Better to take the bull by the horns. “Mrs. Ferris, how are you this morning?”

“Hello, Adam. How lovely to see you and this is, Miss?” She stood waiting to be introduced.

“Dakota Moore, meet Arabella Ferris, my mother’s neighbor and our local librarian.”

Dakota stood up and held out her hand. “How lovely to meet you, Mrs. Ferris.”

Arabella preened. “Arabella, please. So, I hear you’re having a meeting tomorrow night to sort out funding for the Grange, Adam. I hope you have some good ideas. That place is going to rack and ruin. My poor father would turn over in his grave if he could see it now.”

She leant down and whispered in Dakota’s ear although everyone could hear her. “My father built that for the town. All the dances were held there, any meeting of importance as well. It’s such a shame it went out of fashion and fell into neglect.”

“I’d love to be involved. My sister told me about it last night when I arrived in town.”

Arabella perched on a vacant chair. “Oh, so you’re the new girl that moved into Galway Cottage. Rupert Woods will be pleased to have it inhabited again. Such a pretty little residence.”

“He’s the owner, Woodsie? I didn’t know that.” Not that it made any difference to Dakota that the handyman who supplied her with wood owned the cottage.

Arabella nodded her head, seemingly in no hurry to move on. “Yes, he owns most of the cottages in that little cove. His son Jake and grandson Cory live with him now. Been there since his wife passed away. Such a shame when she died, lovely girl she was.”

Adam finished his coffee and placed the mug down on the table, reached down to rub Tiny’s ears again hoping Arabella would move along.

Arabella continued to chatter away. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow night then, Dakota. You’ll be there I assume, Adam, standing in for your father?”

“Wouldn’t be anywhere else.” He watched her bustle away toward the library. “Sorry about that. She means well but she’s a terrible gossip.”

“I like her. She seems very passionate about the town.” Dakota watched him, a twinkle in her eyes. “I don’t mean to push, Adam, but is there any chance I can get to see the Grange before the meeting so I can work out what I can do to help if anything? I’m really keen to be involved.”

He ran his calendar through his mind. A quick shower, a house showing at 10:30 and nothing much else that he knew of. “I can take you over at lunchtime today. Would that suit you?”

“Sounds perfect. Do you want me to meet you there? Just tell me the address.”
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Chapter Three
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Dakota stood in the middle of the great room and turned full circle. The heels of her boots clicked on the dusty wooden floorboards, echoing in the otherwise silent space. The emotions rolling over her face warmed Adam. Wonder mixed with a growing sense of excitement shimmered from her very expressive blue eyes. Ms. Moore would not be the person to hide something from you. She would never be able to pull the shutters down on her thoughts. He sneezed as years of decay and neglect teased his nose.

“Oh bless you. I can’t believe this place, it’s so beautiful. Or at least it will be once it gets a makeover.” She lifted her head and her gaze locked onto the chandeliers. One hung precariously lopsided, one of the support chains broken. The dusty cobweb covered crystals failed to give off the stunning rainbows even with the sun drifting in through the tall windows. Strands of spider web hung like strings of pearls from crystal to crystal, coating the chandeliers with a fine net of dust.

“That’s the hope, anyway. My father remembers coming to dances here when he was at school. I don’t know why everyone stopped using it and let it fall into disrepair but there’s still plenty of life in the old building. Dances became passé or something, from what my mother said. The drive-in movie theater seemed to be more popular and sadly this is the result. Be a shame to see it go completely to ruin.”

She tossed her wayward curls over her shoulder and grinned at him, the faint waft of strawberry shampoo fighting with the smell of dust. “I can imagine all sorts of activities being held here. It has such a nice welcoming vibe to it.”

Adam roared with laughter. “A welcoming vibe. I guess that kind of sums it up.” She was such a breath of fresh air. Why hadn’t he met anyone like her in the city before? He might have settled down by now if he had.

Dakota grabbed his hand and pulled him into a faint beam of sunlight forcing its way through a dirty windowpane. “Close your eyes and let your imagination take over.”

He did as she asked, happy to be spending time doing something so calming after the stress of the last few weeks. It felt right to be with her, letting his imagination drift away from the stress of the last couple of weeks. Funny how much he’d looked forward to spending time alone with her.

Her voice filled his head. “Listen to the hushed chatter of the dancers as they wait for the orchestra to take their positions on stage. The red velvet curtains flutter and the patter of footsteps build the anticipation of a fabulous night. Your mother and father stand with their friends, excited to be allowed to attend this year’s Christmas Ball.” Her breath wafted over his neck as she spun the story.

“Even the watchful eye of their parents from the side cannot take away the newfound thrill they’ve found being together. The curtain opens, a tap of a baton against wood signals the start of the music. Your father grips your mother’s hand, slides another behind her back, gives her a gentle smile and is poised ready to take her away in the opening waltz.”

Dakota moved to the front of him and leant into his body, the touch of her sending his pulse racing. “The music starts, soft melodic strains reach into his soul and they begin to move together, all too soon oblivious of those around them. They become their own island, their own world where no one can interrupt or steal away the joy they feel being here together.”

She’d slipped her hand into his, began to move and together they danced to the music in their heads. His hands felt right as they held her close. It was as though she belonged there. Adam opened his eyes and looked into the smiling face turned up to him. “How do you do it, Dakota? You had me there with them. Kind of creepy to be in my parents’ heads but also very cool. Your imagination is awesome.” He continued to lead her around the dusty floor, loath to let her go. It would seem that coming home had become more important than he’d first thought. Now he had more to think about than playing another season. His parents had started their future in this town. Could he find something to keep him here too besides the house he owned? It was beginning to seem like anything was possible.

“Joys of being a crafty person, I guess. I can imagine almost anything if I put my mind to it. Probably the reason why my jewelry sells so well. My customers can feel what I can when I’m designing it.”

“Your jewelry?”

“That’s right. Glitterz is my business.” She gave him a saucy wink. “But you knew that, right?”

Adam shook his head, annoyed with himself for not picking up that fact. “No. I actually thought you were a customer of hers.” He bit his lip and came to a halt, still with her hand in his. Something happened and she’d disappeared off the face of the planet. His then girlfriend had been desolate because she loved the brand. Perhaps when they got to know each other better, Dakota might tell him what had happened.

“It’s a long story and I’m sure you don’t really want to hear about it.” She looked around and he felt a pang of embarrassment as she clamped up. The last thing he wanted to do was upset her. He enjoyed her company too much. “Let’s concentrate on this building and what we have to do to bring it up to scratch. It’s far more interesting than me.” She let go of his hand and moved away, leaving him feeling desolate and alone.

“I disagree. I’ve not met such an interesting person for such a long time. I’d like to know more about Ms. Dakota Moore if she’ll be kind enough to spend time with me.” He tilted his head and watched the color tinge her perfect cheekbones. “I know I said I’d be going back to Seattle sooner or later but perhaps you could take pity and agree to a dinner date.”

“Dinner? No strings attached, kind of dinner?” She slipped her hands into her coat pockets and regarded him with a calm stare.

“A friends kind of dinner, not a one-night stand kind of thing, if that’s what you think I meant.” He wouldn’t say no it she wanted to make it more but that wasn’t what was foremost in his mind.

“I could do with a friend if you’re sure that’s what you’re offering. Invitation accepted.”

“Great. I’ll pick you up about seven pm. By the time I close up the office and pop into the hospital and say hello to my father, I think that would be about right.”

“I look forward to it, Adam. Now, back to the Grange. What are your father’s ideas for it so I can put together something of my own that will fit in with that vision?”
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Dakota dressed with care for her date with Adam. Even though she said she was happy with having a friend, her mind did go over the idea of him being more which surprised her. This was the first time she’d looked at someone with any inkling of romance on her mind since Roger had left. It’d hit her earlier after they’d danced in the Grange and they’d said goodbye. She’d initially been confused by her feelings, had trouble recognizing the pull of attraction for what it was. It was a shame he wouldn’t be staying in Cherry Lake longer than was necessary. She’d have liked the opportunity to see where their friendship could go, see if a romance was possible.

But regardless, tonight she was going to enjoy herself. She brushed her hair, finished her makeup and sprayed a small amount of perfume on her throat and wrists. Her favorite, Daisy, always made her feel slightly flirtatious and feminine at the same time.

A quick glance in the mirror, a hand over her curls to make sure they were in place and she was ready. Dakota walked out to the kitchen as she did up a charm bracelet on her wrist, Tiny dancing around her feet. “You have to stay home, little poodle.”

The yaps of protest had her laughing. It was as though Tiny could understand every word she said. Her dog had always been able to predict her moods so really it wouldn’t have surprised Dakota if she could. It was almost seven o’clock. A ripple of excitement raced up her skin, goose bumps appeared on her arms. “This is ridiculous to be so worked up over a date with a friend. I need a glass of wine to calm me down before Adam arrives and I risk making a fool of myself. He said friend, Tiny, and friend is what I will strive to be. Nothing more.”

A bottle of Shiraz sat on the counter and she reached for a wineglass before she opened the bottle. As she poured, a cramp gripped her hand and the bottle slipped from her hand, shattering on the tiles and spilling wine all over the kitchen floor.

“Oh no.” Dakota looked at the mess as she massaged her hand until the cramp eased. Red wine dripped all down her dress staining it beyond repair. “What a pain.” Nothing for it, she’d have to change and clean up the floor. She walked into the tiny mudroom for the mop and bucket, hoping Adam would be running late.

The doorbell rang and Tiny raced to the door, yapping in joy. Heck, just her luck.

She left the bucket and mop in the kitchen, hurriedly wiped her hands, mopped at her dress with a tea towel, and went to open the door.

Adam stood with a bunch of daisies in his hand. His smile turned to confusion when he spied the wine down her dress. He reached out, concern in his voice. “What happened? Are you okay, Dakota?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Stupid hand cramped up and I dropped the bottle of wine and it went everywhere as you can see.” She stepped back, bit back a curse as a dribble of wine trickled down her leg and into her shoe, leaving a soggy tight clinging to a now cold foot. “Come in. I’m sorry but I have to clean up the mess and change before we go out.”

“Hey, I can use a mop. Show me the disaster area and I’ll clean up while you change.” He followed her into the kitchen, his lips twitching at the pool of red on her tiles. “You have made rather a shamble of the place, haven’t you?”

“Of course. My motto is, ‘if you’re going to do something, you may as well do it spectacularly well.’” And hadn’t she done just that?

“It just so happens that I agree and you have. Off you go, leave me with this.” He gave her a nudge and thankful for the help, Dakota hurried off to find a new outfit to wear.

Over dinner later, she laughed about the mishap even if she did think she was a klutz. “If I didn’t particularly like that red wine, I wouldn’t have been so annoyed with myself.”

Adam reached out and took her hand, looking at the scar that ran down both fingers and her palm. He ran his thumb over it and she shivered, her fingers instinctively closing over his. “Does it still hurt?”

“Not really. Just a dull ache and numb patches, which I can live with.”

“Want to share what happened?”

Dakota didn’t have the heart to refuse after he’d cleaned up her mess. Besides, it was nice to offload on someone who wasn’t intent on coddling her. He listened and agreed with her when she said she was fine.

“I get it, I do. Being in the sport I am, injuries are part of the deal. Sadly, they can be career ending too. Knock on wood,” he tapped his fingers on the table, “so far I’ve managed to avoid that. A knee reconstruction was my last stint in hospital and that was the second one I’ve suffered through.”

“But it hasn’t slowed you down, has it?”

“No. I have had to think about my future though, even if I’m not ready to quit the sport it’s something I must consider.”

“Understandable too. But my parents think I’m never going to be able to do the fine work I did before and they might be right. But I can still work, still support myself.”

“You didn’t think of changing professions?” Adam took a bite of his steak.

“No, never. I love what I do. The finer designs may be harder for me now and I might not ever be able to do what I once did but you should see what I’ve done lately. I’ve managed to find a whole new line and I’ve had so much interest already and it’s not even for sale yet.” She put down her knife and fork and rested her hands on her lap. It’d been hard to accept in the beginning, knowing she would never pick up her finest tools again but forever pragmatic, she’d considered herself lucky she still had all her fingers. Every now and then the nostalgia washed over her leaving sadness in its wake but it didn’t last for long.

“Tell me about it.” He lifted his glass and took a sip of water.

“Christmas decorations. It’s something I thought of years ago but didn’t launch. My pieces are expensive, I know that and I wanted to reach a bigger market. So, I played with a couple of ideas and started working on my Christmas decorations.”

“They weren’t in the shops though. I would have seen them.”

Dakota smiled at him. “No they weren’t. They were planned for release before I had my accident so things got put off. I still haven’t launched them.” How nice to know that he followed her career and how lucky for her that she’d already started building her stock before the crash. “I buy glass components from Egypt and form them into the shapes I want with copper strips and wires. I add other baubles to them as well, like mother of pearl beads for example. I’ve only just sent the website live so I can start filling orders for this Christmas. I’ll show you some when you drop me off if you’d like.” Her cheeks burned as she realized how that must have sounded. “Sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself. I can show you them anytime you care to see them is what I should have said.”

Adam laughed. “I’d love to see them whenever you care to share.” He reached out a hand, palm up waiting for her to take it. “We don’t know what the future holds, Dakota. Let’s agree to be friends and not overthink everything we say. Life’s too short to second-guess every sentence.”

“Agreed.” She squeezed his hand, liking his honesty and trying not to fall for his easy charm. Last thing she needed was to be hurt again. She had the feeling that he wasn’t the callous type. But she’d been wrong before.

“Have you given any thought to the future, Adam?”

He dabbed at his lips with his napkin. “I have actually. A couple of networks have offered me contracts to host sports broadcasts. I’m interested because it would mean I can travel back and forth and still live most of the week in my own house during soccer season. Not sure if I’ll get sick of the travel but it’s like having the best of both worlds if and when I decide to retire.”

“It must be nice to have such great options.”

“It is and I’m very grateful for what I have. Just not ready to make that decision yet.”

They lingered over dessert savoring the chocolate delights the restaurant was known for. Adam insisted on seeing her work when he dropped her off, brushing aside her protests that anytime would suit her. “It’s not that late and I’d love to have a look. Besides, I see one very excited little dog that wants some attention. How about you go and get a few pieces and I’ll take her outside for a walk so she can, ah, do her business?”

“That’s very kind of you.” She slid the key in the door and Tiny came running out, jumping around their feet. When Adam stepped down onto the pathway whistling, she followed him eagerly while Dakota walked inside, dropped the keys on the entrance table and headed to her workroom. She chose the first two ornaments she saw: an icicle with a mother of pearl ball on the top and a fragile glass ball wrapped in a net of the finest copper thread. Both objects showed off different skills and styles of her new line.

When she walked out, Adam was inside and seated by the fireplace with Tiny on his knee lapping up the attention.

“You are such a softie. If you let her dictate to you, she’ll think you’re here for her benefit.” She stepped over to the couch and sat down leaving space between them.

“I don’t mind, she’s pretty cute.” As if she knew what they were saying, Tiny closed her eyes and gave the impression of a smile.

Dakota put the baubles on the coffee table in front of him, unwrapped them one at a time and placed them on the tissue paper she kept them in. “These are two of the latest ones I’ve done.”

Adam reached past Tiny and picked up the icicle, turning it in his hands, his mouth hanging open as if he couldn’t believe her work. She held her breath.

“This is fantastic.”

“Really, you like them?” Why she was so keen for his approval, she didn’t know. When she figured it out, it was doubtful she would be swayed by it.

“How could I not? These are incredible, fragile and so very pretty. Anyone would love to own one of these pieces. I gather they are all one of a kind like your jewelry line?”

“Yes, they are. And they all come with the Glitterz stamp and a certificate of authenticity as well. I want people to keep these and hand them down to future generations, much like the family silver.” It didn’t seem too much to strive for. The fire crackled and sparks flew up the chimney and the smell of wood smoke hung in the air.

“How much are you selling them for? I want these two for my mother. She’d love them.”

“Accept them as my gift to you since you wouldn’t let me pay for my dinner.” She was prepared to go Dutch and it looked as if this would be a good way to get even.

He backed off horrified. “No, I couldn’t take them. They must be worth a fortune.”

“What’s money between friends? Honestly, I want you to have them, Adam. It would make me happy.” More than he could possibly know.

“Only if you’re sure. I really don’t mind paying for them and as for dinner – I invited you out.”

Dakota wanted to reach out and kiss him. The look of wonder on his face warmed her heart as he stared at her work.

“Have you thought about putting them in the gift shop in town? I’m sure Rachel would love to stock them.”

“Rachel?”

“Sorry, I forgot you don’t really know everyone yet. Rachel Smyth owns the gift shop in town. I’ll have to introduce you before I go back to Seattle. We were at school together.” He put the icicle down and picked up the ball, running his fingers carefully over the wire strands. It’d taken her hours to weave the copper threads to cradle the fragile glass but it had been worth it. “This is incredible work and I can imagine her reaction when she sees them. Your family really doesn’t need to worry about you. Your future is secure looking at these little beauties.”

A wave of pleasure rose in her chest. Recognition from someone other than her family was what she’d needed and it made all the hours of intricate work worth it. “I’m thinking about selling online too. While I was recuperating, I made them to keep my fingers supple, considered it part of my rehab. They were something I’ve wanted to trial for a while so it all worked out well. It’s helped enormously with my hand and I have quite a collection of them ready to go.” She offered him coffee.

“I’d better not. I want to check in again on my mom before it gets too late. She’s having a hard time on her own without my father. They’re so close. I don’t know what would happen to her if we lost him.”

“That’s very sweet of you. Let me wrap those decorations up before you go. You don’t want them to shatter before she sees them.” Dakota scooped them up with the tissue and went back to the workroom to wrap them before putting them in a small carry bag with her label on the front. Adam reached for the bag. “I can’t thank you enough for these.”

She walked him to the door. “You’re more than welcome. Thanks for dinner, Adam. I really enjoyed myself.”

He paused, a hand on her elbow. “I did too. Nice to have the company. We should do it again soon.” He dropped a kiss on her cheek and walked away, his hand raised in a wave.

Dakota lifted her fingers to her face. She hadn’t realized how much she missed a man’s gentle touch until now.
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Chapter Four
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After work the following day, Adam walked into his father’s hospital room and took a seat beside the bed, handing over the magazines he’d picked up earlier. Hopefully his father would find something of interest between the pages, a crossword or a gossip column that would take his mind off his pain. “Hi, Dad. How’re you feeling?” The pasty sheen on his face worried him. He thought he’d be showing more improvement by now.

His father opened his eyes and gave a wan smile, a sheen of sweat beading on his top lip. “Son, good to see you.” He shuffled up the bed, trying to sit, then moaned in pain.

Adam sprang up. “Here, let me help you.” He raised the end of the bed, rearranged his father’s pillows and watched him for signs of distress, ready to call the nurse if need be.

“Don’t look so worried. I’m not ready to die yet.” His father laughed, sounds of glee fast turning to strangled sobs of anguish.

Adam scurried forward and grabbed his father’s hand while buzzing for the nurse. “Dad, relax. Just take it easy.” Helplessness rose in his chest. He wasn’t used to seeing his big strong father reduced to this state and had no idea of how to handle it.

A nurse bustled in. “What’s going on here, Mr. Clement? Are you in pain?”

His father sobbed, waved his hand at the nurse.

Adam handed his father a tissue and spoke to the nurse. “He was laughing and then burst into tears. I’m not sure what’s going on.”

“Quite normal after heart surgery, I can assure you. His emotions are up and down and he has no control over them. When you come that close to meeting your maker as your father did, you tend to look at life differently. I’m sure he’ll be fine once he comes to terms with his illness.” She took his hand, lifted her watch and listened to his pulse. “You need to relax and not let it upset you so much. Remember what the doctor said?”

His father wiped his eyes and sighed, giving Adam a shaky smile. “Yes, I do. I’m alive, I can beat this if I put my mind to it and I shall. Make no bones about that.”

She patted him on the shoulder. “Good. That’s what we want to hear. We’ll give you a moment.” She turned to Adam, signaled him to follow her out the door.

He followed her out while his father composed himself. “Are you sure he’s going to be okay? He doesn’t look very good to me.”

The nurse put a reassuring hand on his arm. “Your father is very lucky they got to him in time. The majority of people with this heart condition don’t even know they have it. The coroner is the one who finds it. You should all be very thankful.” She watched through the door, making sure her patient was okay.

“We are, believe me. Just seeing him come apart like that, it makes me feel so, inadequate I guess.” Helpless and scared, he wasn’t afraid to admit it either.

“Vulnerable?”

Adam looked at the nurse, Abbie. He nodded.

She stood with a knowing smile on her face. “I get it. Nobody wants to think they’re going to die. It’s hard to deal with after such a fright but the prognosis is very good for your father. So long as he takes it easy for a little longer, then eases back into life, he’ll be fine. You can ask the doctor. He wants to speak to you anyway.” She held up her hand to another nurse calling her to the desk. “One moment, please.”

“He does?”

“Yes, if you hadn’t come in today I would have called and set up an appointment for you. Pop in and see what he wants on your way out. I’ll tell him you’re here. Now go and see your father, let him know how much you care for him. He needs it right now.” She turned on her heel and walked back to the nurses’ station, and picked up the phone.

Adam wondered if the doctor was going to tell him his father shouldn’t be going back to work. After his mother’s comments the other night about helping sell the business, it sounded likely. He had to try and talk his father into slowing down, retiring. He wasn’t ready to lose either of his parents.

His father was more composed when he walked back in. “Guess who I met yesterday, Dad. Dakota Moore, sister to the young woman that brought the Lake Hotel.” He took his seat again, pleased to see the interest spark in his father’s eyes.

“Really? What’s she like? I spoke to her on the phone when we negotiated the cottage for her.” He adjusted the sheet on his lap and moved the magazine to the side table. “She had a nice voice, that much I remember.”

“Pretty wee thing. Doesn’t look a bit like her sister, or half-sister I should say. Petite bubbly personality, wavy blonde hair compared to Mari’s sleek dark head. Great presence and I’d say she’s a ball of energy the way she’s planning on getting involved with the town. I took her to see the Grange yesterday. She wants to help with fundraising and will be at the meeting tonight.”

His father breathed a sigh of relief. “Wonderful. I’m sorry I’m not there but I know everything is in good hands, Adam. You can’t know how much I appreciate you coming home and taking over for me.”

“It’s what family does, Dad. You rest up and don’t worry about a thing. Everyone wants to see you back on your feet the picture of health.”

“I appreciate that.”

“You and Mom were there for me when I was growing up, trying out for teams and for all the practice sessions. Besides, season is over for now. It won’t hurt me to stick around for a bit longer until you’re on your feet again. It’s nice being back home and running every morning with the snow on the hills behind me. Makes a great change from the track work. And the last thing we want is you rushing back to work and making yourself worse.”

“I doubt that will happen with your mother in charge. She’s already told me she wants me to retire. I can’t let the business go, Son. It means too much to me.”

“I know it does, Dad. You’ve put a lot of years into that place but I’m sure if you put the word out, there’d be someone who would love to take over for you. It’s a profitable business.” That comment gained a small smile of satisfaction from his father. “I don’t want you to worry about that now. I have everything under control. You need to focus on getting better and leave everything else to Mom and me, okay?”

“Don’t really have much choice now, do I?”

“No you don’t, Mr. Clement. Now it’s time for your meds.” Abbie stood at the door with a container of tablets in one hand, his chart in the other.

“I’ll leave you to it then. Take it easy, Dad, and do as the nurses tell you. I’ll pop back in tomorrow and let you know how the meeting goes tonight.” He leaned over his father and gave him a hug before leaving.

He followed directions to the doctor’s room, knocked, and sat down in the chair by the door. He waited, hoping this wasn’t going to be bad news. Surely if it was, his mother would have said something. Adam said a quick prayer for his father.

“Adam?” A bespectacled man in a white coat opened the door, peered down at him. “Come on in.”

Adam rose and followed him in and took a seat.

“Dr. John Hope. Nice to meet you.” He shook hands and then sat down, pulled a file in front of him. “Your father is going to be fine. Please don’t think there’s anything amiss there.” He smiled and opened the file, gave it a quick glance. “Let me get right to the point, Adam. I asked to speak to you because of your father’s condition, that’s true but probably not quite in the context you’re thinking right now. Have you ever heard of hypertrophic cardiomyopathy?”

Adam thought for a moment, shrugged when nothing came to mind. “No. I don’t believe I have.” He focused on the doctor’s face. “You’re saying that’s what my father has?”

“Yes. Well, it’s a condition that can go undetected until something – as in your father’s case, a major heart attack – happens. More often than not, it’s fatal and usually it would happen much earlier in life.”

“I know from what the nurses told me, he’s very lucky. We could easily have lost him.”

“He is extremely lucky. In basic terms, the condition is a thickening of the muscles and it can also short circuit the electrical system of the heart to put it in layman’s terms.” Dr. Hope leaned back in his chair, clasped his fingers together and stared at Adam. “We see it a lot in elite sports players.”

A chill ran down Adam’s back. Surely he couldn’t mean...no, he wouldn’t entertain something like that.

“It happens more than people think. A fit young man, typically between the ages of eighteen and thirty will drop dead on the field for no apparent reason. Autopsy will show cardiomyopathy.”

Adam stared at him, the words stuck in his throat, unable to get out.

Understanding shone in the doctor’s eyes. “It’s hereditary, Adam. You have a 50 percent chance of inheriting the condition from your father.”
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Dakota shut the door and ignored the whining coming from Tiny. Tonight was not an event her dog could attend even though Mari had offered to let her leave the dog upstairs in their apartment with her ever willing nephew, Noah. She had to learn to stay at home. Living in L.A. with her parents, there was usually someone there most days so Tiny had gotten used to having company.

Cars lined the street outside the Lake Hotel and excitement built in her chest as she parked out back near the courtyard. This was it, her chance to make a difference and get involved. The beginning of her new life in Cherry Lake.

Just today she had met new people, made new goals. She was even beginning to rethink her idea about getting involved with Adam Clement. He was available, even if only for a short time and last night had been amazing. He was certainly handsome and most of all, he was a nice guy. Nice in a way that wasn’t sleazy or out to get what he could kind of nice. He helped his family when they needed it, went out of his way for her which he didn’t have to do and let himself get roped into teaching the kids what he’d learned along the way at his soccer club.

A pretty impressive soccer club if Noah was to be believed. The people of Cherry Lake seemed to adore him, hero worship him even. Although Dakota wasn’t ready to bow down at his feet, she was rather interested in seeing more of him, even if it didn’t go very far. One dinner date might not be enough for her. If they could have a comfortable friendship for now, it would go a long way to her believing in herself again. And who knew if he really would go back to the city or not?

The chatter sounded like a flock of parrots as she walked through the back entrance of the hotel. She pushed the door open and stopped for a moment, amazed at how many people had come out to try and rescue the Grange. Before she got to the bar, a voice called out to her and she paused, coming eye to eye with Arabella.

“Dakota, I want you to meet my husband. This here is Percy. Percy, meet Dakota Moore. She’s the little lady I told you about living in Woodsie’s Galway Cottage.”

A hand thrust toward her. “Pleased to meet you, young lady. Welcome to Cherry Lake.” Warm eyes crinkled in pleasure as she met the vigorous handshake with as much effort as her hand would allow. His gray wispy hair sprouted from under a tweed cap. His face shone with glee as he shook her hand. A sense of warmth exuded from him and she immediately felt as though they’d get along well. He had that kind of face. Warm, inviting and friendly.

“It’s lovely to be here and very nice to meet you, Percy.”

“Percy owns the veterinary service just out of town. Big old building past the Grange surrounded by large trees down a cobbled driveway. Can’t miss it.”

That explained her immediate bonding to the elder man. “Oh that’s interesting to know. I have a little dog, Tiny.” Who was probably not happy with her right now.

“Heard that she’s a cute little thing. Make great companions, don’t they? If you ever need anything, feel free to call and see me.” He pulled a card from his jacket pocket and waved it in front of her. “After hours number is here too. Don’t be shy ringing after dark if you need me. Animals are like children, always get sick once the doctor goes home.”

“I’ll remember that, thank you.”

“Let me get you a drink, Dakota. What will you have?” Percy guided her toward the bar while his wife turned to talk to someone else who’d walked in. “So kind of you to want to get involved in the town. Young people these days don’t always want to waste their time, not that I blame them. Just the way it is. Too busy with their own lives.” He leaned on the bar.

“A white wine would be great, thanks. I decided when Mari convinced me to live here that I would do just that. In L.A. it’s rather hard to be a member of the community because it’s such a big city. I think the timing was right for my move.”

“And what do you do exactly?”

“I’m a jeweler. I have a workshop set up in the cottage and I’ll work from home as I’ve always done.”

“And such a pretty spot to do it too, overlooking Flathead Lake.” He passed her the glass of wine and lifted his own glass up. “Welcome to town.”

She tipped her glass at his. “Thank you so much. It’s a pleasure to be here.”

“Dakota. You made it.” Mari walked into the bar with a tray of clean glasses and slid them under the bar. “Have you seen Adam? We can’t really start without him. Thought he’d be here by now.”

“No. Sorry. Not since last night.”

Mari’s eyebrow rose in question.

She’d have to explain that one. “Let’s give him another half an hour and if he doesn’t show, we’ll start without him. We all know why we’re here.” Percy turned to speak to another person and left the girls alone. Dakota had to lean over the bar to hear her sister over the chatter of everyone talking at once.

“So, what did you think of the Grange?” Mari wiped the top of the bar with a damp cloth.

“I love it. So much history in that building. I agree it’d be a real shame to see it deteriorate any more than it has already. The thing is, how much will it cost to repair?”

“No idea. Adam’s father was supposed to get quotes I believe. Not sure if that happened before he had his heart attack or not. But regardless, we’re going to need a fair bit of money to throw at it to make it useable again. Did you come up with any ideas?”

Oh had she! As soon as Adam had driven up to the Grange, her brain had gone into overdrive with ideas to bring in the money they’d need for the renovations. When she’d gone home again, Dakota had drawn up sheets. One headed ‘immediate’ with things they could do now, one headed ‘future’ better for when they had weather and ideas they could do on site. The list on both sides was impressive, even to her.

Bake sales, gala stalls, picnics, cherry harvest activities and the one she liked the best was the event she wanted to pitch to the town tonight. The event to kick-start the money raising with a huge bang and everyone could get involved. Nerves rippled over her skin. Would they like her idea or would they think she didn’t know what she was talking about? She was a stranger to them so it wasn’t a given that they would listen.

But first she had to have Mari on side. “Can we go out the back? I want to run something past you before I put it to the meeting tonight because it involves a lot of organizing from you as well.”

“Sure.” A small frown wrinkled Mari’s brow but she lifted the end of the bar for Dakota to pass through and took her out the back to the office.

“Let me have it then.” Mari dropped down into a comfy leather chair and indicated her sister do the same in the one opposite her desk.

“Okay, this is what I want to do.”
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Chapter Five
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Dakota looked out over the crowd listening to every word she said. After getting Mari on her side, her idea sounded like the perfect way to raise money for the Grange’s renovations. Everyone would have a chance to be involved at some level. Now to see if they liked what she’d put together.

“I like the idea.” Arabella Ferris was the first to speak up when Dakota paused for a breath. “I like it a lot.”

“I second that.”

Dakota looked toward the back of the room and breathed a sigh of relief when Adam walked through the door, the way his smile lit up his face sent a flicker of desire through her body. Seriously Dakota?

“A Christmas tree auction and gala ball would be a good way to raise money and bring the town together.” He walked over and stopped next to her, his hand going to her arm, his touch burning through her sleeve. “Is your sister on board with holding this at the hotel? It’s a heck of a lot of work.”

“I am.” Mari stood up, faced the crowd. “Look, I know you don’t all know me that well. Some of you may remember me as a rebellious teenage that couldn’t wait to leave Cherry Lake. So, for your benefit, let me fill you in on what I’ve been doing since you last saw me and why I think I’m more than capable of hosting the ball and auction in the Lake Hotel.”

The room quietened as Mari gave a quick history of her wedding business in L.A. and her plans for her new home. When she was finished, she sat to a round of applause.

“I think you’ll do a wonderful job, Mari. I vote that we go with Dakota’s idea. Those that agree, give me a show of hands.” Every person in the room raised their hand and Adam smiled. “Guess that’s it then. You have a big job ahead of you, ladies.”

“We can do it.” Dakota breathed in to steady the sudden rush of nerves. “I’ll do up a proposal so everyone can see what is happening and when, give you a timeline we can all work with. There will be lots for everyone to do from deciding who gets the trees to decorate to who decides the menu for the night and the price of the tickets. Is it okay if we meet back here in a week to finalize the plan? We don’t have a lot of time on our side.”

A round of cheers went up.

“Looks like you’re a hit.” Adam smiled at her but Dakota could see shadows in the back of his eyes.

“Certainly does. Can I buy you a drink, Adam?”

He shook his head. “Thanks but no. I need to go and catch up with my mother. We have things to discuss regarding my father and the family business but I’ll see you around town, okay?” He touched her elbow, then left.

“What’s wrong with him? He’s usually so outgoing and happy.” Mari was behind her and they both watched Adam push his way out the front door, refusing to be waylaid by willing customers.

“I wish I knew. He seems like a different person to the one I had dinner with last night.”
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“Why didn’t you tell me, Mom?”

She sat with her head down, not looking at him. “I didn’t know what to say. I thought it would be better coming from Dr. Hope. He could at least answer all of your questions, make arrangements for you to be tested. I’m still shocked by it all and how close your father came to dying.”

“Have you called Ross? He needs to know too and get tested.” Adam slunk lower in the chair beside her. It wasn’t his mother’s fault and he could see her reasoning. Still it would have been nice for her to say something. He didn’t like being blindsided by the doctor.

“The doctor’s the one who delivered the news to both of you. He’s arranging tests for Ross as well but he thought since you have team doctors that take care of everything else, you’d probably want to go back to Seattle and get it done there.” She put a hand on his shoulder and then pulled him close for a hug. “Adam, your father is so sorry he’s done this to his sons. I think that’s what’s making him so depressed. Not only his own illness, but the fact he may have passed it on to you boys.”

“Luck of the draw. I understand that. It’s not anyone’s fault. Last thing I want is for Dad to blame himself.” It looked as though the option to withdraw from soccer before he was forced to may be taken from him. Dying for the sake of the game wasn’t an option. “I’m going to go to Seattle to have the tests done. It makes sense. Our doctors have the best equipment with specialists on standby too if we need them.” His mind churned with scenarios of what may or may not happen when he got the results. “I think it would be best as team headquarters is there. If there’s any possibility of me having to give up my career, I need to speak to management, work out my future. They have to know what I’m up against. It’s only fair.”

“You’re right. When will you go?”

“Dr. Hope is emailing the team doctor tomorrow morning. I’ll do a follow up call and make arrangements.”

“I wish I could wave my magic wand and wish it all away for you. These last few weeks have been the worst in my life. I don’t want that kind of anguish for you boys.”

“I know, Mom. There’s nothing you can do so please stop worrying. What will be will be and we’ll get through it, I promise.”

“This is not the way I wanted you to retire, Adam. Your dad and I wanted you to go out on top though, not because of a career ending injury or illness.” She reached for his hand, squeezed it in hers. “It will be nice to have you at the house more often though.”

“Don’t get too excited yet, Mom. I don’t know if I’m going to retire if I don’t have to. And I love living in Seattle.”

She looked at the ornament hanging in the kitchen window, its copper wires flickering with shots of gold under the lights. “Have you stopped to think of what might happen if you were here long enough to meet the right person?”

Adam watched the lights trace rainbows over the kitchen ceiling, the image of Dakota in his arms dancing to the music in their heads, wavering through his mind. He smiled, unable to ignore the tug of yearning in his chest.

Adam heard from the team doctor the following day. “Adam, I’m so sorry. When can you get here? We can test you straight away.”

“I have a few things to deal with. Can I call you back?”

“Of course. Don’t leave it too long. I don’t think we have anything to worry about as the health checks you guys get are pretty intensive but it won’t hurt to double-check everything. Give us both peace of mind.”
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Chapter Six
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Every day he thought about calling the doctor back and making the appointment, Adam found an excuse not to pick up the phone. Showing houses and businesses for sale, wondering if it would be better to convince his father to sell the real estate office seemed to take more of his time than it should have. The idea of losing his father was too much to deal with. So was the thought of having the same disease. It would change everything. He didn’t want to face it.

There were days where he wanted to open his heart to Dakota but was scared to in case she gave him the sympathy he couldn’t stand. His life was on hold and he hated every single minute but felt paralyzed to deal with it. Easier to spend time with her pretending there was nothing lurking in the background than finding out the horrible truth.

To keep himself occupied, Adam decided to throw himself into the preparations for the upcoming gala and Christmas tree auction. Chances were he’d be home and able to attend, not that he would have chosen to miss it anyway. And every chance he got, he managed to see her. Casually running through town instead of sticking to the paths near his house because he knew she strolled every day by the lake and ended up in town. He even managed to take her out for a ‘casual dinner’ that week. Seeing the blush on her cheeks when he picked her up that night, he realized how much he was enjoying himself with her for company.

“This is getting to be a habit, Adam. Being friends with you is going to come back and bite me when you leave. I won’t know what to do with myself.”

“Let’s cross that bridge when we get to it. By then, if I leave, you’ll know just about everyone in town. Now, let me take you to this little restaurant overlooking the water. You’re going to get the best Flathead Lake trout you’ve ever tasted.” He tucked her arm under his and walked her out to the car, ignoring the plaintive look Tiny gave them through the window.

The following week, he attended the follow up at the Lake Hotel to see what Dakota had managed to organize. She handed out sheets of paper with her ideas written down for everyone to follow.
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“Right, first off, let’s talk about the trees. I think we should cap it at six trees and have a ballot to see who gets them. That way I feel we’ll be able to auction them off for more money. I also propose a cost for each tree to begin with which will kick-start the fund. What do you think?”

“Great idea.” Adam stood up. “Any idea on how much we should charge?”

“I was hoping someone would have an idea. I’m open to suggestions.”

Dollar amounts were shouted out and it came down to a vote. Once that was sorted out, they talked through the planning of the tree decorations and where Mari wanted to put them, the timeframe each contestant would be allowed. They had to make a set of rules that would be fair to everyone and Dakota had researched what other organizations were doing and made a list.

“I was thinking of using the small ballroom for the trees. It’s not been renovated yet but for what you want, Dakota, that doesn’t matter. It has a high ceiling and plenty of space to section off for each tree so contestants can have privacy while they’re decorating. I want to use the great ballroom for the gala because I can open the doors in-between which will look fantastic at night. I think it will be quite spectacular when it’s all decorated and I want to make it as festive as we can. We can even put lights outside in the back courtyard if you think we need the room for dancing too. It’ll be cold out but that’s not a problem.”

“Sounds like you have it all under control, ladies.” Arabella gave them a winning smile. “When are you going to do the ballot for the trees, Dakota? I have a mind to put my name in for one myself.”

Percy groaned. “You already have enough on your plate, Arabella. Let the young ones do them and be content to watch. You can always bid on one when it’s done. Save us both a whole heck of trouble if you ask me.”

She pursed her lips and nodded her head. “I suppose you talk sense for an old man. I’d rather spend your money than have you climbing up a ladder helping me decorate anyways. Much more fun in my mind.”

Dakota laughed, glad everyone was keen. “Okay, I have entry forms printed. We can leave them here and at a couple of shops in town. Adam, can we leave some on your front desk?”

“Sure.”

“Great. I think cut off for submissions should be fourteen days from tomorrow. We don’t have a lot of time to play with. It’s going to be hectic getting everything organized but I know we can manage. Another thing while we have everyone’s attention. We need someone to do the auction and be MC on the night. Any ideas?”

“Clover White’s the mayor. Get her to do it. I’ll ask her if you like.”

“Good idea, Adam.” Percy nodded his approval.

Dakota made a note. “Fabulous. What do you say everyone, fourteen days for tree allocation forms to be in?”

“Sounds good to me.” Rachel Smyth who owned the gift shop, agreed. “Give me some too, Dakota. I’ll put some in my shop. I might even apply myself.”

“That’s great, thanks Rach and I promise I will get to you regarding putting my work in your shop.” She handed over a pile of printed forms.

“Sooner the better for me. I’m starting to unpack my new Christmas stock and I want to be able to give yours the space it deserves. Adam sung your praises before he brought you over to meet me yesterday and I know he has good taste. Looking forward to getting a look at your work.”

“That’s very sweet of you.”

“Maybe but for me it’s also about making wise business decisions. Don’t leave it too long, okay?”

Rachel sat back down and Dakota focused on the meeting. “Mari, did you want to go over what you’ve got planned for the gala night?”

Mari stood up, a folder in her hands and started talking. “We don’t have much time to pull this together as Dakota said but I can assure, I’m up to the task. I’ve organized huge weddings with much shorter notice so you don’t have to worry whether I have the ability to deliver. The bonus here for me is I only have to deal with you lovely people. No bridezilla in sight.” That comment brought a bout of chuckles as was her intention. She went on to present her vision of the gala night including an itemized menu and costings while Dakota took a seat close to Adam, leaning in toward him when he smiled at her. “You did well. I’m impressed with how much you’ve managed to put together in such a short time.”

“It’s been hectic but I love it.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Seven
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Dakota had her head bent over her workbench, a soldering iron in her hand when the knock at the front door startled her. She wasn’t expecting anyone and hadn’t heard a car drive up either, as focused as she was on the decoration on her heat mat. Tiny ran out into the lounge room and started barking excitedly. Adam stood at the door. Her heart pattered wildly in her chest. She’d been thinking about him and here he was. It made her giddy.

“Adam, how lovely to see you.” She lifted her cheek for the kiss he gave her every time they met now. One day she would pluck up the courage to aim for his lips instead. She’d been tempted last night after the meeting but her nerves had won out.

“Sorry to arrive unannounced. I know you’re working today but I passed Rachel on the way to get coffee today and she made me promise to talk you into delivering some decorations for the shop. She doesn’t have your phone number and I didn’t want to give it out without your permission.”

“Oh, right. Well.” She stepped back letting him inside. “I suppose I could take a break and go over there.” Dakota shut the door behind Adam. “It wouldn’t take me long to get a few choice pieces together.” Her mind started to kick over what to take. “I can change my clothes and at least try and look the part.”

“You look perfect how you are.”

The sparkle in his eyes made her blush.

He thinks I’m perfect.

Dakota looked away, fussing over Tiny to take the focus off of his words. “Oh, you. I can hardly go looking like this.” She brushed a hand over the old sweatshirt and track pants. Warm and comfortable for working in but certainly not something she would be seen dead in, especially when she was trying to make a sale through a business! Hardly professional.

“Tell you what. How about you go and get changed, I’ll have five minutes with my little friend here, I can drive you over to the shop and when you’ve finished selling her everything you can produce I’ll take you to lunch to celebrate?”

“I couldn’t expect you to take me there, Adam. If you give me directions, I’m sure I can find the place again.”

“No, I insist. It was my idea that you try and sell Rach some of your work. It’s only fair that I take you. Off you go. Tiny and I have some bonding to take care of.”

“But, what about work? Aren’t you too busy to be driving me around?” Not that she wanted him to leave her to her own devices but a girl had to be sure she wasn’t holding the man up. It wouldn’t do much for a budding relationship if he was doing things for her under pressure.

“My cell number is on the door if anyone needs me. Quiet time of year, Dakota. Now scoot, get ready.” He walked into the lounge room and sat on a chair. Tiny immediately jumped on his knee and leaned into his chest.

A giddiness overcame her and she wanted to be the one having her hair stroked. How ridiculous that she would feel this way about him. Instead of worrying about Adam leaving town, she would enjoy him while she could. Dakota hurried to her closet to choose something warm and appropriate for the meeting and the biting cold weather.

When she’d pulled on the tan boots and matching coat, she strode into the workroom and chose a dozen ornaments. She wrapped them all in white tissue paper and tucked them snuggly into a box with her label on it.

“Ready when you are.”
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Adam stroked the soft fur and let his mind wander. He really had to sort out his future and maybe when he finally got these tests done he’d be able to decide. Two offers were on the table for broadcasting jobs for when he chose to retire, plus he still had his sponsorship deals to see through. Would he retire now or would he choose to play on risking a season ending injury if he got a clearance from the doctor? Either way, he had more than enough to keep him busy. But the thing that was really niggling at him the most wasn’t the return to play or the retiring – it was Dakota.

He hadn’t felt such a pull of emotion for a long time. In fact, he didn’t think he’d ever met anyone that managed to get under his skin so easily as she had. It felt right to be with her. They fit together like two gloves, two peas in a pod. Gosh, he was getting corny in his old age.

How could he possibly get involved with her with this health crisis hanging over his head? It wouldn’t be fair to either of them but he couldn’t seem to stay away from her. Seeing the way his mother was affected by his father’s close call with death was something he wouldn’t wish on anyone. Certainly not someone as bubbly and full of life as Dakota. She’d been through enough this past year, even if she tried to brush it off as nothing. It had taken its toll on her. Had he made a mistake asking her out again? Would it be better to stay as friends for now and once his health was sorted out, maybe revisit the idea of a romance? If things went in his favor. And if he didn’t make it back to Seattle.

Life threw curve balls that sometimes were impossible to catch. He really liked her a lot. Probably too much. Not like he could keep out of her way and nor did he want to. The more he saw her, the more he wanted to be with her. Besides, he was standing in for his father with the Grange money raising project and Dakota and her sister had fully entrenched themselves in the planning much to the town’s relief.

He smiled to himself. She was certainly a force to be reckoned with as everyone was finding out. The thought both warmed and saddened him. Once he plucked up the courage to go and get tested, he’d be able to get on with his life – that is if he had one ahead of him to look forward to. Being in denial made it seem as though he was on the outside looking in. Much easier to deal with.
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Chapter Eight
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“I told you she’d take them.” Adam grinned, seeming more thrilled than she was. “How could she not when you practically sold some on the spot to those two customers?”

“They were pretty excited over them. It’s a great relief.” She breathed the tension from her shoulders and watched Rachel hanging one of her decorations in the window. “Let’s celebrate with pie and coffee, my treat. We can sit outside the coffee shop with Tiny. They don’t mind in the slightest if she’s there. So far everyone in town has made a real fuss of her.”

Adam put his arm around her shoulders and walked her to the door. “And you can tell me more about the progress for the Christmas tree auction. Are you planning to put your name in the ballot box to decorate one?”

Dakota said goodbye to Rachel and they stepped out of the warmth. Puffs of condensation blew from her mouth as she spoke. “I’d like to. It might be stretching the finances a bit but if my decorations sell as well as you think they will, I should be able to cover costs. And it would be a great advertising statement for my business too. Mari has important people coming to the gala and if I could garner some interest from them, I might sell more decorations online.”

“I have no doubt you’ll sell plenty.” He rubbed his hands together, blowing his breath between them as the cool breeze whipped off the lake around their legs.

“We can take Tiny home if you’re cold, Adam. It was sweet of you to want to bring her but I’d hate to think we’ll freeze outside when we can be snuggled up inside with our coffee.”

He stared at her horrified. “Seriously? No way you’re leaving this poor animal at home for the sake of a stiff breeze. A hot coffee mug between my hands will be fine, thank you. It’s an invigorating wind, nothing more than I can handle. You seem to forget I grew up in this town and I can take the weather.”

She bit back the laugh that rippled up her throat. Adam was such a softie where her little dog was concerned. It was sweet and Tiny certainly played up to him.

She watched him take Tiny out of the car, adjust her little winter jacket before reaching for her hand to walk to the coffee shop. He spoke to the dog as if she understood every word he said.

One hand in her coat pocket, the other tucked snuggly in Adam’s, Dakota felt more at ease than she had in ages. Falling into a relationship with someone who wasn’t planning on staying might be asking for trouble but she’d decided that it couldn’t hurt to enjoy herself. Roger had left her almost a year ago and she deserved a little male companionship especially if it made her feel better about herself.

He chose a table in a more protected corner of the courtyard. “I’ll sit with Tiny if you want to order the coffee.”

“Sure. What do you want?”

He looked at her without talking for a moment and Dakota felt the heat racing up her cheeks. She hadn’t meant it quite like it sounded.

“Pie or something else?”

Adam blinked, breaking the moment. “Uh, you choose.”
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After coffee Adam watched Dakota walking away with Tiny prancing along beside her. She’d insisted on heading back to her cottage on foot to walk off the second piece of pie he’d talked her into eating. The mix of emotions he felt when he was with her only confused him more than he already was but he felt it impossible to stay away.

He gathered his car keys and walked back to where he was parked outside the gift shop. Rachel stood at the counter, one of Dakota’s decorations in her hand as she spoke to a customer. Knowing her, she’d have them all sold by the end of the day. He drove away, a sense of despair shadowing the enjoyable coffee date they’d shared.

The door to the Cherry Lake Fire Station was up and a truck sat parked out front getting a polish from Jake Woods, Cory’s father. He grinned when Adam pulled onto the side of the road and got out.

“Hey, Adam.” He threw the cloth over his shoulder and held out a hand. “You have Cory more excited than I’ve seen him in ages offering to give him a coaching session.”

“It’s the least I can do. Besides, I need to keep fit off season and sitting in Dad’s office isn’t going to cut it for me. My coach will have a fit when I get back to work.”

“How is your dad?”

“Getting better. To be frank, Jake, I’m worried sick over this heart condition he has.” It felt good to be able to talk to someone who’d dealt with health issues in the past.

“I get that. When Lily was first diagnosed, everyone freaked out as to be expected. It took quite a while for me to stop panicking whenever Cory hurt himself. I was sure he was going to suddenly fall ill like his mother had. Totally irrational I know because we had him tested and he doesn’t have that cancer gene that took her.” Jake wiped at the smear of polish on his hand. “Have you thought of seeing if you have any kind of heart disease? You know, taking precautions in case you do.”

“Yeah, I’m heading to Seattle to see the team doctor soon. He seems pretty upbeat about it but there’s a fifty-fifty chance I’ve got the same thing.”

“Oh man, that sucks.” Jake slapped him on the shoulder. “Guess that would mean a career change too?”

“Something like that.” Adam kicked at the edge of the garden bed and dislodged a brick. Cursing under his breath, he leaned down to fit it back in place.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to get on the wrong side of you. I’m trying to be sympathetic here. You know you can use me as a sounding board anytime you like. I mean, with what I’ve been through, I might be able to help you sort out that mess in your head. Sometimes it feels as though you’re drowning in grief and don’t know how to save yourself.”

Adam peered into sympathetic eyes. Jake was one of the good guys, the kind of man who would do anything for anyone. It was one of the things that made him such a great fireman too. He could empathize with people who had lost more than they thought they could cope with. Cory was only eight years old when they lost his mother. “Thanks, I know you mean well. It’s hitting me and I’m not sure how to deal with it all. I’m all over the place.”

Jake grabbed his shoulders and steered Adam into the firehouse, through to the staff room and pushed him into a chair. He poured him a coffee and placed it into his hands. “I remember when they told us about Lily. I panicked at the slightest little thing. Blew up over others. My emotions were like wildfire, unstoppable and totally unrealistic. Not that I thought that at the time, I thought I had it all under control. Big tough firefighter, used to putting myself in danger for others, nothing was going to faze me. Imagine me thinking I could cope with everything, even my wife being diagnosed with a terminal disease.” He pulled out a chair and sat opposite Adam.

“It took a while but I did manage to calm down and see things for what they were. Lily was dying, no argument there, no matter how much I didn’t want to believe it. They couldn’t do anything for her as much as I didn’t want to hear it. And boy did I fight it. I argued with the doctors, screamed at the unfairness of it all. Searched for anything that could help her.” He grimaced. “It took me far too long to accept what was happening and those days could have been better spent looking after my wife, making the most of what little time we had left. But I finally realized I could be there for her, make her remaining time on earth as pleasant as possible. It’s all I had to offer. You see, Adam, life is what you make it. One door closes and another one opens. Sounds corny but that’s the way it is. Some things you can’t fight. I had Cory to look after.”

“And you’ve done an amazing job with the boy too. He’s a great kid.”

“He is and if it wasn’t for my father being here and taking us in so I could keep working, I don’t know what would have happened. But things came good for us. It’s not perfect but we’re getting there. Same will happen for you too. If you have the disease, you’ll work it out. Your time in the soccer game wasn’t a forever thing anyway. You know that.”

“I know but I enjoy my career. I’m not sure I’m ready to give it up.” It sounded pitiful when he said it out loud.

“At the risk of your life?”

No holding back. Jake had always been like that though. No bullshit, no stringing anyone along. It was what Adam needed and he knew it.

“No, of course not and I have job offers waiting for when I do retire. It’s not the end of the world. Just a big change of direction I wasn’t expecting at this point in time. I’ll get over it.”

Jake leaned back in his chair. “Cory’s excited about what you have planned. He’s followed your career for a long time. To see some of your teammates in the flesh would blow his mind.”

“It’s not a done deal yet by any means. I’ve told the coach I’d see some of the boys and see what I can do. I’m flying to Seattle for tests as soon as I can get my head around it. While I’m there I’ll do the best I can to talk a couple of them into coming to Cherry Lake for a clinic.”

“Even if you can’t, having you do one will still be a boost for them.” He laughed. “You’ve seen the goal post I put up on the side of our driveway by the lake? Cory has hit so many balls into the water, it’s not funny. Turns into a pretty good fishing expedition to retrieve them. Poor kid was about to give up until you gave him direction that night. Now a few of his kicks are landing the ball in the net instead of the lake.”

“My pleasure. I remember how it was to begin with. My father and I used to practice day after day. Rain or shine we’d be outside until I got it right. Some days I wanted to give up but he wouldn’t let me, knew how much it meant. Eventually I got it right. It’s not easy to master but I know Cory’ll do great when he gets the hang of it.” He heard the ping of incoming mail and pulled his phone from his pocket, stood up. “Thanks for the coffee and the chat. I really needed that, Jake.”

“Anytime, you know that. Hey, when you do come back to Cherry Lake, sounds like you have a new friend according to the kids. A certain jeweler has made an impression on you as well as the other inhabitants of our little town. Cory thinks the world of her too.”

“Not sure I’m in a position to offer her anything at the moment.”

“I’m sure it will all work out for the best, Adam. Don’t get your hopes down until you have all the facts. Whatever happens, you’ve already made plans to live here so go with the flow and stop stressing.” Jake stood and put the cups in the sink, then walked Adam out.

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” He strode away, checking his phone as he did. An email from the team doctor asking him to call and make an appointment. Was he ready to do this yet? It didn’t feel like it. At last he would find out once and for all if he had the same disease that almost killed his father instead of thinking the worst. If he knew, he would have a better idea of where he was going soccer-wise. But then if he did stay on for another season, would he be in a position to offer Dakota a future with him in it? He knew she was interested and the chemistry they had together didn’t lie.
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Chapter Nine
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Adam walked into the family room and his mother stood to greet him with a hug. Her smile came easier now that his father had come home from hospital. “Don’t get up, Dad.” He leaned over and shook his hand. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better now that I’m here. At least I get your mother’s good cooking.” He rubbed his belly. “Lost a fair bit of weight in the hospital.”

“Have a seat, Adam. Tell us what’s happening in town. Dad and I were going to go for a walk today but it was a bit icy underfoot.”

“It’s pretty cold out too. What’s happening, right. Tonight is the ballot to see who gets the Christmas trees. I think just about everyone in town has put in for one except me.”

“You didn’t put your name down, did you, Sue?” His father reached for his mother’s hand, giving it a squeeze. “You never mentioned anything about it to me but I’m sure I missed some things.”

“No, dear. I don’t really think I have the energy to even think about it. I’ll leave that to the younger ones.”

“You can always bid on one, Mom. Nothing stopping you from gaining your tree by fighting for it on gala night.”

“Sounds like the Moore girls have the gala under control. I have to say, your father and I are looking forward to going, aren’t we Tommy? It’s bound to be the biggest thing that’s happened to Cherry Lake since the old days when we attended the dances at the Grange.” A wistful smile lifted her lips. “Those were the days. So uncomplicated and simple.”

“That’s not what I heard from Dad. He said it was hard work trying to get you away from under your parents’ eagle eyes.”

His mother chortled at the memory while his father grinned. Since he’d been home, his color had improved and so had his mood.

“Your mother tells me the doctor wants you to go and get tested, Adam. When are you going to do it?”

“I spoke to the team doctor, Dad. He doesn’t seem to think I have a problem otherwise they would have already found it. We do get pretty intensive tests.”

His father frowned, glanced into the flames dancing in the fireplace. “I know that but would they test for this if it wasn’t causing you any problems? For my peace of mind, Adam, please go and get it sorted.”

“I will. But...”

“What is it with men in this family?” His mother pointed a finger at him, then his father. “You, Tommy are just as bad as your son. If you’d gone to the doctor when I told you and had a complete health check they may have found this but no. ‘I don’t have time.’ Or ‘I feel fine, stop fussing.’ You’re both cut from the same cloth and it’s so annoying. If it’s something with my health, you can’t race me to the clinic fast enough. Frustrating, the pair of you.”

“That’s not true, darling. This family would fall apart if anything happened to you.” Adam got a sheepish look from his father.

“And just how do you think we’d cope if we lost you?”

“On that note, I’d better get going if I’m going to be there to support Dakota and Mari when the ballot is called out. I’ll leave you two to sort out your differences.”

He leaned over and kissed his mother’s cheek.

She held his hand. “Is there something going on here that I don’t know about?”

“Whatever gives you that idea?” Surely his mother couldn’t see what he was thinking.

“You’re different, Adam. Content and then unsettled. Which generally means something is going on and I have a suspicious feeling it has something to do with Dakota. Your face lights up when you talk about her.”

Really, was he that easy to read? “Wishful thinking on your part, Mom. I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

He hurried out the door, trying to tell himself he was as keen to find out who got the trees as everyone else in town. That was all there was to it, wasn’t it? He couldn’t help it if his mother read more into the event than was there.

The competition had been brisk. Just about everyone had put their name in for a chance at a tree. It had been a wise decision to limit them. It would drive the bidding up. He could imagine the Lake Hotel would be packed as they drew the six winners. More than a few people would go home disappointed but that all added to the anticipation on gala night.

Thinking about the ballot made him excited, overriding the anxiousness that had been dogging him for the last few days. Perhaps this is what he needed, regardless of the outcome of his test results. To be where his heart was, where he felt the most loved and comfortable. Home at Cherry Lake.

By the time he got back to town, Adam had to park outside his office and walk to the hotel. The amount of people out tonight was insane and parking was at a premium. He walked in the door of the partially refurbished hotel and followed the excited chatter to the bar. It was packed to capacity and it took him quite a while to make his way to the front of the room where he could see the mayor and one of his past school teachers, Clover White, talking to Dakota and Mari.
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“Adam. I wasn’t sure you’d make it.” Clover took his arm and gave him an affectionate hug.

“Wouldn’t miss it, Clover. Mari, Dakota. How are you?”

Dakota smiled and leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close, whispering in her ear, “I missed you.”

Not as much as she missed him. She had to settle her heart rate which had skyrocketed at his words. “Glad to hear it. Now I think it’s time to get this ballot underway. Can you please calm everyone down and start the evening?”

He gave her a lopsided smile, the shadows still hovering and she wondered what troubled him. He was trying hard to override it, she could tell. “Sure. But can we talk later?”

Her heart flipped with anticipation. “Looking forward to it.”

Adam turned to the crowd and put his fingers in his mouth. A loud high-pitched whistle pierced the chatter. Silence filled the room almost immediately. “Thanks for coming tonight, everyone. As you know, we’re all very excited to see who gets the trees to decorate. It has been a vigorous competition and I know my father will be eternally grateful to you all for putting your hands up. Saving the Grange is important to him as it is to a lot of you. Let me give you an update before our esteemed mayor makes six people very happy. Bill has informed me that the trees will be delivered from the Christmas tree farm in two weeks this coming Saturday and delivered here. So the fifth of December, they will be put up in the hotel and our contestants will have access to view them but,” he held up his hand to quiet the crowd, “we have decided that they will only have three days to decorate the trees. That will give the judges time to appraise each one before the gala night.”

“Sounds fair enough.” Clover looked over the crowd. “Everyone happy with that?” A loud murmur of approval rippled over the bar. “Right, then. Let’s get on with it.” She turned to the bar where Mari had set up a revolving barrel with all of the entry forms inside. Clover spun it, watched the entries tumble until it came to a halt. She lifted the latch and pushed her hand into the middle of the barrel, pulled out a piece of paper, making sure she wasn’t looking.

“First tree goes to......Rachel Smyth. Congratulations Rachel.”

The crowd cheered at the delighted squeal from the gift shop owner.

The process was repeated. “The second tree goes to...the Maple family. Congratulations Paula and Rowan.”

“Third tree goes to...Mavis Harrison, Cherry Pines B & B.”

“Fourth tree goes to...Mr. and Mrs. Clarke.”

“Fifth tree goes to...Daniel and Lila Dixon.”

“Sixth and final tree goes to...Dakota Moore. Congratulations everyone. I can’t wait to see what you all produce.”

“I got it. I got a tree.” She grabbed Adam, wrapped her arms around him as she bounced up and down with glee. “Can you believe it? I got a tree.”

He held her as she squealed. When she looked up at his face, she frowned. A sense of sadness filled his eyes even though he was smiling.

“Adam, are you alright? Something’s bothering you and I want to help.”

He laughed. “I’m actually wondering if you want to take back your decorations. I figure you’re going to need them for the tree.”

“Why on earth would I want them back? They were a gift to you.” She practically danced, too excited to keep still.

He placed his hands on her shoulders and she basked in the touch. “Because, the rule of thumb for tree decorating is as follows, and I quote my mother because she considers herself an expert – for every one foot of tree height you need one hundred lights, nine feet of garland, and twenty ornaments.”

Dakota stopped moving. Her eyes bugged and her mouth dropped open. She’d never decorated a real tree on her own before. Her condo hadn’t had room for more than a small fake arrangement that stood on a coffee table. Last year’s tree had even come with its own built in lights. It even got packed away with the decorations still in place. She was in for a huge awakening.

“Yep. And do you know how big these trees are going to be?” Lights twinkled in his eyes and her heart sunk. This wasn’t sounding that good of an idea after all. “Ten feet is the minimum.”

She gulped, quickly calculated how many ornaments she would need. “Oh.” There weren’t that many in her store now that she’d made a huge delivery to Rach at the gift shop earlier in the week. She couldn’t go and ask for them back.

“What are you going to do, Dakota?” Mari moved into her line of vision. “I can see what I can get from my suppliers in L.A. but you really need your tree to be unique if you want to be in for a chance at owning the winning tree.”

“Oh my goodness, what have I done?” She bit her lip, worried the skin with her teeth. This would take some serious planning and she hated to admit she was caught more than a little lacking. Her mind raced over what she had in her stores for decorations and how many she had left that were complete. Would she be able to get another shipment of glass before then? Beads and copper wire would be needed as well.

“Bother. I might need some help. I don’t think I have enough copper wire either. I have to go home and do a stock count.”

“Want me to come with you? We can talk over coffee.” Adam looked at her with hope in his eyes. “Or if you prefer, I can grab a bottle of wine.”

“Sure.”

“Hey Adam.” Jake pushed his way through the crowd, Cory clinging to his arm. “Cory was hoping to find out if you managed to get an answer from your teammates about coming out for a coaching clinic? Had a chance to call them yet?”

Dakota heard the intake of breath and saw the panic cross his face. His fingers gripped her arm.

“Hell, I knew there was something else I had to do today.”

The moan of frustration coming from Cory shocked her. “Typical big talker. Just like your father.” He pulled away from Jake and pushed his way out of the crowded room.

“What the heck...”

“Let him go. Adam, can we talk?” Jake dragged him away to the side of the room and Dakota went with them, her fingers held captive in Adam’s.

“I’m sorry, Jake. Things didn’t go as I planned today and I, look I hate to admit it but I forgot.”

“I understand with what you have on your plate, but you can’t do this to a kid. Especially Cory and it’s not because he’s my son either.” Jake jammed his hands in his jeans pockets and looked down.

“Why then?”

“Because your father did the same thing the last couple of years. Promised to get you out here for a coaching session not long after we lost his mom. Never eventuated and now you’ve let him down too. I didn’t want him saying anything to you but I guess you needed to know what happened and why it means so much. A kid doesn’t need that, okay? Not any kid.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll get right on it, Jake. You can count on me, promise. I’ll call a few of the guys tomorrow.”

Jake nodded his head but the look on his face gave Dakota the impression he didn’t believe it. With a grunt, Jake turned and left them alone.

“I think we need to get out of here. Seems you have some explaining to do, Adam.” How could she have been so wrong about him? The joy of getting a tree was overridden with the pain of seeing Cory let down by someone he hero worshipped. Adam had better have a good reason for disappointing Cory like that because the last thing Dakota needed was someone in her life who treated people like her ex had. At the time she hadn’t noticed how he only cultivated people that could further her career and thus gave him contacts for his budding investment business. Currently he held the crown for being the let-down king. Adam had better not be threatening to take it off of him after she’d made the mistake of enjoying his company and thinking he was better than that. And not after she’d decided to speak plainly to him and try to sort out what put the shadows in his eyes.
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Chapter Ten
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“I’m not really good company right now.” Adam sat on the couch and let Tiny jump onto his knee.

“I can see that but guess what, I’m giving you a chance to change things. But first, coffee or wine?” She stood near the kitchen, tempted to go and kiss the frown off his forehead but didn’t think he would appreciate it.

“Wine would be nice, thanks.”

Dakota pivoted around and took two wineglasses from the shelf and opened a bottle of red she had stashed in the bottom cupboard. They hadn’t bothered to stop and buy one after all because Adam seemed far too preoccupied to stop. When she walked back into the room, he had a small smile on his face.

“This dog is far too cute for her own good.”

Dakota handed him a glass and agreed. “She does have a knack of tugging at your heart strings.” She sat down near the fireplace, grateful for its warmth. “Right, want to tell me why you’ve been so down lately? Are you worried about your father?”

“He’s doing well, so that’s all good news.”

“That’s great.”

“Sure it is. But it’s not quite that simple. So much going on in my life right at the moment and I know I’m going to sound like a killjoy if I unload it all onto you.” Adam sipped the wine and then leaned forward, putting the glass on the table.

“But I asked you here, remember? I wouldn’t have done that if I didn’t want to know or to help you.”

He stared at her for a moment. When he relaxed back, he started to talk again. “I’ve been tossing around the idea of retiring from soccer. It’s a young man’s game and while I’m not in my dotage yet, another decent injury would see me forced out. I don’t want that but I’m having trouble reconciling that it might be the best thing to do.”

“None of us like to give up something that’s dear to us. I don’t care if you play soccer or sell houses, Adam. We both felt the connection. You can’t deny it.”

“I know you understand but it gets more complicated than that. My father, well my father has a hereditary heart disease. There’s a fifty-fifty chance I have it too.”

No wonder he was a mess. What a horrible thought to live with. Dakota got up and moved over to sit beside him. She looped her arm around his shoulders and kissed his cheek, snuggled into his arms. “I don’t care. We can face anything if we put our minds to it.”

“I have to wait and find out if I have it or not. If I do, it means no more soccer regardless of when I choose to retire. It’s too dangerous.”

“What’s worrying you the most, dropping dead or leaving the game?”

Adam glanced at her. “Both of those options make me sound like a spoiled child losing his favorite toy.”

She shrugged. “I’m sorry but you’re right, they do. Some people never get that chance, you know. Life gets snatched from them and it’s all over. Look at Cory’s mom. How terrible to lose your mother when you’re just a little kid. At least you’ve been luckier than most.”

“That’s another thing. I let him down. Made promises I haven’t kept. I have to take the blame for what my father tried to do too.”

“Why?”

“Because he kept asking to get me home and I wouldn’t commit because of the way my schedule was stacked up and then life got in the way and I simply forget, which is unforgiveable. I knew the kids were great fans and a visit from me would have been such a boost to them. Always too busy. Somewhere else to go, other people to see. I should have realized that the ones that were most important were the ones at home. Only time I made the effort to come back here was when I thought Dad was going to die.” Adam ran his fingers over Tiny’s ears and she closed her eyes. “I’m a lousy son and a worse role model. Those kids needed me and I was too busy thinking about myself more than them. I’m not boyfriend material. This isn’t the time for us to get involved, Dakota.”

“I think that’s a decision I can make on my own, thank you very much.” Her hackles rose and she was ready to fight for what she wanted but perhaps this wasn’t the time. You had to know when to choose your battles and maybe she should leave this one until Adam had his head sorted.

“No, this time I’m going to do what’s right. I’ve thought of myself and only myself for the last few years. It’s time to be considerate of others and I’m not going to get into a relationship with you until I know what’s wrong with me, if anything. Its better this way, Dakota, regardless of how we feel. I don’t want to let you down too.”

“You’re such an idiot. As if I would dump you because you might have the same condition as your father. Men!” She stood up and paced the lounge room, wishing she could shake some sense into him. The way he was at the moment, she doubted it would work. Time to play him at his own game. More than one way to skin a cat. “Fine, let’s be friends then. See if it makes you any happier. But one thing you have to do is sort out Cory and his friends. Something I won’t stand for – letting down a poor motherless child that hero worships you and hangs onto your every word. It’s not fair to do that to him.”

“I didn’t mean to forget, alright? I had other things on my mind.”

“Oh I get that, I really do. But all excuses are equal, something my father once told me. You need to fix it and make sure you do it in such a way that they’ll forgive you and not feel as though you’re just offering them a patch up job. That would be even worse in my opinion.”

He put Tiny on the couch and stood up. “Yeah, you’re right, I do. I’ll say good night and hopefully I’ll see you around, Dakota. I’ll still be there for you and the Christmas gala. Thanks for the chat.” He stalked out her front door without making eye contact.

She stood there listening to his car drive away. Perhaps she had overdone it but he had it coming. Someone had to snap him out of his poor me mood. “Men! Seriously, little poodle, you don’t know how lucky you are.” Dakota put the wineglasses on the counter, the screen in front of the fireplace and turned off the lights. Tiny snuggled into her arms as she carried her little dog to the bedroom. “This day has gone on for far too long. Let’s snuggle down and see how we’re going to get enough decorations for that huge tree. Me and my big mouth.”

Two hours later, and multiple drawings tossed on the bedroom floor, she sat up, scattering her pencils. “I have it, Tiny. I know exactly what I’m going to do for the tree to make it special.”
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“Sorry man, I’m busy. If you’d asked me yesterday, I could have said yes.” Buzz’s voice rumbled over the phone. “Love doing workshops with kids, you know that, but my mama made plans and I can’t disappoint her.”

“I meant to ask yesterday but I had something on my mind. Completely my fault, I get that. I was hoping to get a day in before the school broke up for Christmas break.” He gripped his forehead, desperately trying to stave off the stress headache throbbing behind his eyes.

“You could ask a few of the other guys. Not sure what their plans are for Christmas but you might get lucky.” His teammate paused. “How about giving Ryan a call? He’s always up for a trip to somewhere quiet.”

Ryan, the lovable goalie. Of course. “Don’t know why I didn’t think of that. Thanks Buzz.”

“And Leon. That damned Irishman will go anywhere for a free meal. You know what he’s like. Feed him and he’s yours.”

And didn’t they all know it? Where there was fine food, Leon would be in his element.

“Any idea when you’re coming back, Adam?”

“Don’t tell me you miss my ugly face, Buzz.” Funny enough, Adam missed his teammates but not the game. That alone was a revelation to him. Perhaps it was his subconscious preparing him for the worst. He brushed off the doom and gloom.

“Yeah, I do. Place ain’t the same without you hanging around. Was thinking of coming out to visit this hometown of yours. City is kind of wearing thin. I’m feeling closed in, antsy like. Getting kind of jaded, know what I mean?”

Oh did he know alright. “Yeah, I know exactly what you mean. I’m wondering if now would be a good time to retire. Please don’t say anything yet to anyone. I haven’t quite made up my mind but with my dad’s health being what it is.”

“I get that, man. You gotta look after number one and that’s you. You’ve been in this game for long enough. Might be time to lead a normal life.” A tinge of wistfulness colored Buzz’s voice. “You’ve got enough money tucked away, wise investments. Give your body a rest and join the real world.” Buzz was nothing if not down-to-earth.

“You make it sound so easy.”

“It is. Nothing complicated about it. Make a decision and stick to it.” A soft chuckle broke the tension-filled conversation. “Bet your old coach would love to see you back. You’ve got a lot to give, Adam. Those kids would be lucky to have you hanging around.”

“Thanks. Talking to you, well, I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to retire. And I’m going to make it up to those kids.”

“Sorry I can’t help you out. You know I would if I could.”

“I know. And if you do make it to Cherry Lake, you can stay with me. I’d love to show you around the town.”

“Do I hear the sound of romance in the air, Adam? About time you got a down-to-earth hometown girl.” Buzz chuckled again. “Maybe I will have to talk to Mama about changing her plans. This is something I have to see.”

Adam decided to leave the phone calls to the other team members until the next day. He was drained and it was getting late. Another rejection from the guys would make it impossible for him to sleep, guilt would chew at his insides. The night hadn’t gone well and he could only blame himself.

He tossed his cell phone on the floor and pummeled his pillow, then turned off the light.
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Chapter Eleven
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Dakota put down the wire cutters, the copper thread and got up from the table, happy to have a moment of distraction to stretch her aching muscles. Her hand had started to cramp up because she had been working for hours without a break. She bent at the waist, touched her toes with one hand and then reached for the ceiling, her gaze going to the designs she’d pinned on the wall before she started work this morning. Beside it sat the candid shot she loved of her with her three sisters last Christmas just after her accident. Thank goodness she’d had them backing her up. They were all close and she missed Bella and April. She must remember to call them, fill them in on how she’d settled in and maybe, just maybe, tell them about Adam.

Dakota walked out into the kitchen and opened the back door. Tiny ran out and rolled on her back in the grass. Dakota poured herself a glass of water, followed and stood in the patch of winter sunshine. Being locked inside didn’t give her much of a chance to catch up on her vitamin D allocation and she’d take any spare minute she could. Besides the fresh air was so much nicer than the smoldering fumes from the copper wires she was using to hold her angels together.

So far things were going well with her decorations. Orders were coming in on her website and she’d had to limit the number she would release otherwise there wouldn’t be enough time for her to work on the ones she needed for the tree. Dakota desperately wanted to win the competition one day and the next she didn’t care so long as she got to show off her designs.

Tiny wandered through the bushes. “Tiny, come back here.” The little black dog came back, her head down. “You can’t keep wandering off like that. Let’s go back to work.”

Head down, Dakota got back into soldering her angels together. Tiny lay by the doorway as if sitting there would make her owner notice how desperately she wished to be somewhere else.
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“I’ll owe you if you do this for me.”

“I know exactly how you can repay me too if there’s any way you can make it happen.” Ryan went on to explain what he wanted in return for ditching his wife and children for a weekend to help Adam out.

Adam leaned back in his chair and stared at the passing traffic outside the office. “I’ll do the best I can but please, I beg of you, don’t tell anyone else I’ve done it. Dakota is under the pump trying to get her own inventory done for the gala night. I hate to put more pressure on her than I have to.”

“Totally understandable but I know how much the wife loves her stuff. She was so upset when Glitterz went quiet. If she knew what you’ve just told me about her starting up again, she’d be over the moon.” Ryan chuckled. “Look, do your best but don’t worry if you can’t. We can work it out somehow. Maybe later when Dakota has had time to catch up she might have time to make the wife something special. I hate to put pressure on anyone.”

“So that means you’ll come then?” Things were working out better than he hoped.

“Sure. The kids will survive if I opt out of one organized campout. Who knows, I might like Cherry Lake so much I can bring them there for a holiday? I’ll tell them I’m doing a discovery tour for next off season.”

“Appreciate it, Ryan. It’s going to be such a great day with you there. I can feel it.” Adam hung up the phone and ticked the goalie off his list. Now if he could only get at least one more player to promise to join them, it would be a fantastic day.

By the time he’d spoken to all of his teammates and caught up on news, Adam felt as though he’d talked himself hoarse. It’d only been a few weeks since he’d come home but it seemed like so much had happened with the other members of his team. They all wanted to hear how his father was doing and couldn’t wait for him to return.

He rocked back and forward in his chair, thinking about what he’d said to Buzz last night about retiring. After his years of being in the limelight, would it be enough for him to only work part time reporting on the sport rather than playing it? He was a far different person now to the boy who first started playing professional soccer.

Somehow he’d imagined doing something with the media that involved sports after retirement. Plenty of elite sports people did. But would that give him the thrill that discovering new talent would? Was it possible to do both? He wondered if he should have kept his idea to himself and thought over the idea of retiring once he’d seen the doctors. Nothing like jumping the gun with his career and his love life but it felt right at the time.
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Chapter Twelve
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Dakota soldered the wings on another glass angel, put down her stinking hot iron and leaned back, heels of her hands pressed into her eye sockets. Her eyes were dry and gritty, painful to keep open for much longer. She’d been at this for hours without a break but the schedule she’d drawn up for herself had to be heavy if she wanted to have any chance of making this tree a winner.

“I need a coffee, a huge slice of cake and some fresh air before I fall asleep.” She slid off her stool and plodded out to the kitchen, blinking rapidly in a vain attempt to get moisture back into her eyes. Once she had coffee in one hand, cake in the other, Dakota walked out the front door with Tiny at her heels and padded over the road to the lake’s shoreline.

She stood with her feet in the sand, eyes closed and breathed in the fresh air. Dakota had taken on a lot by putting her name in the ballot for the tree when she was busy trying to rebuild her business but she couldn’t help herself. She was desperate to belong, to fit into the town.

“Hey.” Cory came running up to her and skidded to a halt on the sandy shore, dropping to his knees. Tiny pranced up to him, her tail wagging. “Hello cute thing.” He cuddled the poodle letting her jump up and lick his chin, much to her obvious delight.

“Hi, Cory. Finished school already?” Dakota hadn’t even glanced at her watch today.

“Yeah. No homework either ’cause the holidays are almost here so it’s a good day.” He picked up a twig and shredded the bark off of it then tossed it toward the water’s edge for Tiny to retrieve.

Dakota could see he was warming up to say something so she kept silent and waited.

“Can I ask you a favor?” He glanced up at her with pleading eyes.

“Sure.” Dakota crouched down on the ground, then eased her butt back onto the sand so they were at eye level. “What can I do to help?”

“I want you to try and talk Adam into keeping his promise.” He picked up another small piece of branch, repeated the bark stripping process and dragged the twig in a pattern in the sand.

“I’m not sure I can do more than I’ve already done, Cory. We did have a conversation about it the other night and he said he was going to fix it. Has Coach heard anything?”

“If he has, he hasn’t told us.” He sighed and Dakota wanted to put her arm around his shoulders, hug him tight but being a teenager he might not appreciate it. Instead she reached out and patted his knee.

“Don’t give up yet, Cory. Adam is busy and with his father being sick and all, things might take just a little bit longer. I’m sure he won’t let you down. In fact, I have great faith in him and I know he’ll do the right thing when he can.”

They both looked up as a car came down the lane. Adam parked by Dakota’s gate, got out, walked down the edge of the road and onto the beach. “Hello. I was hoping I’d find you here, Cory.” He smiled at Dakota and she melted just a little. “I wanted to have a talk with you about the coaching clinic and my teammates.”

“It doesn’t matter.” The slump of Cory’s shoulders proved that it did. “I get that you have other more important things to do.”

“No. I made you a promise and I’m going to come good on that. I’d hate for you to think you don’t matter, because you do.” Adam crouched down beside Cory, placed a hand on his back. “But first I want to apologize. My father often mentioned it would be a good idea to come back to Cherry Lake and spend some time with the kids here and I agree, it was a great idea. I was always too busy and didn’t bother to change my schedule to fit in, which is something I should have done. It wasn’t very nice of me considering all the help that Coach Miller gave me.”

Cory screwed up his lips but didn’t say anything.

“I’m hoping you’ll give me a chance to rectify that. I’ll understand if you won’t, of course. But I wanted you to know I feel terrible about the way I’ve handled it and I want to make amends.” He gave Dakota a lightning quick smile. “I’m sorry, Cory. Really sorry I let you down like this.”

Wonder came into Cory’s eyes. He had the power to bring an adult down, make them feel as rejected as he’d been. Dakota could see his mind tossing over the options. “What if I don’t?”

Adam kept a straight face and glanced at Dakota again. She wasn’t so good at hiding her thoughts and turned away lest the smile on her lips got noticed and ruined his chance at redemption.

“Well, I guess I have to keep feeling like a heel for letting you down. I could live with it eventually if I have to but I think that maybe sooner rather than later, I’m going to get sick of not being a good guy. Let’s face it, nobody wants to be thought badly of and I do have some other interesting news.”

Cory continued to stroke Tiny’s ears as he thought over the proposition. Finally, he couldn’t hold in his interest any longer. “What news?”

“I spoke to Buzz Wallace last night.”

Cory bolted upright. “Buzz Wallace, the striker? That Buzz Wallace?” His mouth hung open.

“Yep, that one. He wanted to come and visit but his family has something on and he can’t get away. He doesn’t want to let his mom down after all she’s done. Said he’d sign some shirts for the team if you’ll let him take a raincheck on it. You see, he really wants to come to Cherry Lake and watch you guys training one day.”

Dakota’s heart pattered wildly. Adam was going all out to try and make it up to Cory and for that she was giving him top marks.

“Are you kidding me?” Cory knelt up and stared at Adam.

“No. Dead serious. Scout’s honor.”

Cory waved his arms, the words sticking in his throat. “Oh my goodness. The guys will go nuts when I tell them.” He paused, eyed off Adam. “I can tell them, right?”

“Sure. But there’s more.” Adam now sported a grin from ear to ear. Such a difference to the man who was crying about his future just the other day.

“Our goalie, Ryan, said he can come for a day’s clinic if, and only if, you and I can call it even.” He smiled at Dakota and her heart melted even more. “You have no idea what it’s cost me to talk him into doing this. I’m going to be owing him favors for years but I have the feeling it’ll be worth it.”

“Deal! You’re the best soccer player in the world.” He looked ready to burst into tears and threw himself into Adam’s arms, knocking him back on the sand. “Thank you so much.” His words were muffled but they both heard him regardless.

Dakota had to swallow to keep the emotion in check but her eyes filled no matter how hard she tried to fight it.

Cory pulled away, composed himself and straightened his shirt. “Can I go and tell Dad?”

Adam lifted himself up from the sand, rested on his elbows. “Sure you can and tell Coach Miller too. Tell him I’ll call him and confirm the date later today but it will be before Christmas breakup.”

Cory waved and scurried down the road, doing a launch into the air with a fist pump and a roar of triumph on the way. They watched in silence until he turned into his grandfather’s house. The door slammed and Cory’s muffled voice reached their ears.

“That was very sweet of you, Adam.” She wrapped her arms around her waist and turned her head to look out over Flathead Lake. Her hair blew into her face and when she turned back she pulled it back, tucked it behind her ears.

“You told me to go and make it right. I think I’ve done that.” He moved closer to her, his eyes on her face.

“Yeah, I’d say so. What did it actually cost you?” For an instant, Dakota wished she hadn’t asked.

“That’s one thing I need your help with and I’m going to say sorry up front because I know what this is going to do to your already busy schedule.” His earlier smile had now turned sheepish and she waited for the bomb to drop. It couldn’t be good after that comment. “I know Ryan likes your work. He’s bought pieces for his wife and I might have told him about the decorations you gave me.” Adam bit his bottom lip and watched her.

“And?”

“He asked if I could get you to make him some icicles for their tree. His wife would be over the moon if you could. And,” he winced, “so would I because it would mean I could give the kids exactly what they want.”

Her jaw muscles clenched her teeth together involuntary, almost biting her tongue. It took a moment or two to relax enough to talk. “Do you have any idea how much work I have going on right now trying to do my own decorations for my own tree? To say nothing of the orders from my website or the amount of pieces Rachel has asked for.”

He grinned at her with a boyish exuberance. “Yeah, I know.”

“And the things I have to help my sister with for the gala night. How will I manage that?”

“I can help you there. The office isn’t that busy right now this close to Christmas and I kind of like the idea of looking after you.”

“But it won’t be any good if you’re going to wander off doing other things and leave me hanging.” This was all too much. Just managing her own list of must haves was going to be stretching every waking moment.

“I only have to go to see the team doctor. In and out in one day, two tops. We can work around that.” He reached for her hand. “Come on, friend. Help a guy out here, please. We can’t have the kids thinking badly of me. I don’t want to be dubbed the Christmas Grinch and I’m doing my best here just like you suggested.” He smiled at her. “But I need help from a friend.”

Dakota warred with herself mentally but she knew she was doomed as soon as the smile deepened and she saw his dimples for the first time. It occurred to her that she’d never seen Adam so content before either. How very unusual for a man possibly facing ill health and the end of his career. He must have come to terms with his lot in life and for that she was grateful. She knew how hard it was to drag yourself out of the dumps when life stacked so many obstacles in the way.

“You make it very hard to say no. But,” she wagged her finger at him, “I’m not letting you get away quite so easily. It takes hours to make each piece and you adding to it isn’t really viable right now. To make up for the extra hours, I’m going to have to cut back on other things, like sleeping and eating.”

“I can’t help with the sleeping, but I can help with the eating if you’d let me arrange something.”

“You can cook?” Obviously the man had many talents.

“Of course I can.” His frown told her how offended he was at her words of doubt. “I pride myself on my kitchen skills. You can ask my mother if you like, she taught me most of what I know.”

“Really? If you like you can arrange a couple of meals to be delivered, I won’t expect you to slave over my stove. And I’ll take anything so long as I don’t have to cook it. I have far too many angels to make to be fussy over what I eat.”

“Leave it with me. You go create your masterpieces and I’ll take care of kitchen duties for the next couple of nights and we can see how we go from there. If you need me to cook until gala night, I will. Deal?”

“Deal.”

Adam grabbed her around the waist and twirled until the cake and coffee sloshed around in her stomach and she begged him to stop. “Don’t. I’m going to be sick if you continue.”

Adam kissed her on the nose. “You, my darling girl, are the best friend a guy could have.”

Friend? She’d see about that. The guy was in so deep he couldn’t even see it, but she could. The warmth that came into his smile when she touched him, the way his face lit up when he saw her and his shoulders lost the tension that he carried with him. She knew she’d have to let him come to the realization himself and didn’t want to push him. But biding her time was going to be hard when all Dakota wanted to do was throw herself into his arms. Patience wasn’t her strong point. How on earth was she going to carry on as if there was nothing more than friendship between them until he came to his senses?

[image: image]

“I can work with that if you can, Coach. Ryan said the next two weeks are cool for him but after that, he’s going to be busy with family Christmas commitments. Leon said the same thing and the kids will be out of school for the holidays anyway.”

Coach checked his calendar and came up with a game plan that Adam thought would work, named a day that seemed possible for everyone involved. “Right, Adam, I’ll leave it in your hands then to let them know for sure. You know there’s going to be a heap of interest from the locals seeing these guys here, don’t you?”

Adam grinned, leaned his elbow on his desk, the phone cradled in his ear. “Hell, even I’m thrilled to have them here.”

“How about we make the most of it? Charge the parents a small fee to watch the training. Maybe get someone to make hotdogs as well. I know we can get the food donated if I ask nicely. Be a good lead up to the Grange gala ball, get the local paper to do a spread. We can donate the money to the cause. Pretty sure the boys would like to do that. What do you think?”

Trust Coach to come up with ideas to benefit everyone. He was good at thinking outside the box. “Brilliant idea. My father would be very grateful for the extra money toward the repair fund and it would also make the kids feel as though they’ve had a hand in the restoration work. Make it a real town project where everyone is involved.”

Coach chuckled. “Right, I’ll get onto the food side of things and you let me know as soon as you nail down a date. Then I can send out a newsletter to parents and tell them what’s happening.” He hung up and Adam breathed a sigh of relief. At last he was making things right. He doubted he could live with seeing the disappointment in the kids’ eyes knowing it was his fault it was there.

The door opened and a couple walked in, holding hands. Adam stood up.

“Hello, welcome to Cherry Lake. I’m Adam Clement. What can I do to help you today?”

Later that night he ran into the grocery store, annoyed with himself for being late on the first night he was cooking dinner for Dakota. He gathered his supplies and then drove over to her house. He had a bottle of her favorite wine already and a small thank you gift because when he saw it, it reminded him of her.

The light shone from her workroom out onto the lawn as he pulled up in front of the house. Head bent over the table, she didn’t even move when he slammed his car door. Adam walked up the path and knocked on the door.

“Come in!”

He opened the door, stepped in and was immediately assaulted by a ball of black fluff. She danced around his legs as he made his way to the kitchen. “Just me.” He put down his supplies and picked up Tiny, headed to the workroom.

“I know.”

He ducked his head in the door and watched her for a moment.

“I can’t stop this. Rather delicate I’m afraid and if I try to come back to it later, the solder marks will show up more because the metal gets a chance to cool off. Then if I heat it up again, it leaves a bluer tinge that I try to avoid at all costs.”

Adam leaned on the doorframe. “I understand. I’m blown away by your skill, Dakota. I wish I had half as much talent as you do.”

“Ha! Says he who can bend a ball better than anyone else on US soil.”

A warm glow rippled over his skin. She must have checked up on him to know that. When they’d met, she didn’t even know who he was. For a reason he couldn’t fathom, it made him feel special. Normally he took that kind of praise in stride. After all, he’d earned it with the hours and hours of training he’d put in to get that good.

“I gather you would have also spent considerable time honing your craft. I’m sure you didn’t just wake up one day and know you could do it. Technique is a hard won accomplishment, no matter what the application.”

“Just listen to us. Talk about mutual admiration. Anyone would think we were the needy type.” She poked her tongue between her lips, held the soldering iron in what looked like an impossible angle and kept it there for a second before taking it away. “There. Done. You little stunner.” Dakota placed the iron on a heat mat and flicked off the switch. The angel in her hand was complete. She placed it back down on the table and sat back, stretching her arms over her head. “That one took a considerable amount of time. I really didn’t expect it to so I’m not exactly sure why it did.”

Adam stepped closer, crouched down and inspected the ornament. “If I was an expert, which I’m not, I’d say it has something to do with those gorgeous intricate wings she’s sporting. Very cool, Dakota. Seriously very cool indeed.”

“Thanks.” She slid down off her stool and bent over, touched her toes and stood up, a bubbly grin on her face. “I want wine and food please, then I have to go back to work to make icicles for someone.” She nudged him in the ribs. “What have you got planned for dinner, Adam?”

“Steak with whiskey sauce, baby potatoes and greens. And a bottle of your favorite wine. Sound okay?” He placed his hand on her back and walked out to the kitchen pushing her ahead of him.

“Ooh yes. I’ll light the fire while you pour me a glass. If I fall asleep, nudge me awake, okay?”

Was this her way of making him feel bad for dragging her into his problems? He hoped not but he could see the dark shadows under her eyes and he had to take some responsibility for adding to them. “I’m sorry I roped you into this when you have so much on your plate.”

She waved a hand at him. “Oh please, don’t be silly. I was joking. I’d do the same for any friend in need.” Was that a note of sarcasm in her voice? She knelt down in front of the fire and started to build a nest of paper and kindling while he opened the wine.

“Here you go.” Adam handed her a glass and she sat on her heels, took a sip and sighed in pleasure.

“This is so good. I needed a break, thanks for looking after me.”

“As you said, it’s what friends do.” He went back to the kitchen to prep his dinner.

When he returned to the lounge room fifteen minutes later, Dakota had snuggled down on the couch and lay with her eyes closed, soft snores coming from her parted lips. How was he going to wake her when she looked so peaceful? He couldn’t leave her there. If the fire burned out in the night, she would wake up cold. And if he tried to carry her to her bed, she would probably only wake up and he didn’t want her to get the wrong impression. Plus, she said she had to go back to work tonight.

He stood watching her while he drank his wine, arguing with himself about what to do and more importantly, what his true feelings were toward her. Frustrated when he couldn’t come up with an answer he liked, he left her peaceful and returned to the kitchen to cook the steak. When it was resting and almost ready to plate up, he woke her up.

“Hey, sleepy head. Dinner’s ready. Are you sure you don’t want to go to bed?”
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Chapter Thirteen
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“Are you sure you don’t want to go to bed?”

Did she just hear that right? “I thought we were only friends.” Her tongue was thick in her mouth.

“Dakota, wake up.” A hand grabbed her shoulder, shook her.

Dakota roused herself from sleep and opened her eyes, pulled a strand of hair from her cheek that had stuck with dribble. Adam peered down at her.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go to bed? I can put your dinner in the refrigerator before I go and when you feel like it, you can heat it up.”

She wiped at her mouth, shuddered at the line of drool that ran down her chin. How incredibly sexy she must look. Dakota struggled to sit up. Put her dinner in the refrigerator before he goes home? Then he didn’t mean what she thought she heard.

She looked around the room, still disorientated. “What’s happening?”

A smile twitched at Adam’s lips. “You fell asleep.”

“Yay me.” She swung her legs down to the ground and rubbed her hands over her face. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be such rotten company.”

He laughed. “You’re not. And I have to cop that one because I’m partly to blame. Dinner is almost ready. Did you want to eat now or would you rather go to bed?”

The sparkle in his eyes made her more embarrassed than ever. Had she said something or reached for him? She already knew the answer to that question. Oh well, can’t be helped now. “I talk in my sleep, don’t I?”

Adam grinned and nodded his head.

How freaking sad she felt right now. “As much as I’d like to crawl into bed and forget the world today, it’s not going to happen, so your call. You can stay and eat with me since you went to so much trouble to make what smells like a lovely meal or you can scurry away and do your own thing but either way, I have to eat and get back to work.”

“If you’re sure you don’t mind the company, I’d rather stay.”

“Great. At least let me freshen up.” Dakota hurried to the bathroom, peered at herself in the mirror. Why did she have to have one of those faces, the ones that told everyone what you were thinking? She’d never been able to get away with anything growing up and it seemed like she couldn’t now either. Just her luck. Way to embarrass yourself, Dakota.

She splashed cold water on her face and held a cold wet cloth to her tired eyes, willing them to give her at least another couple of hours. When she walked out to the kitchen, Adam had set the small round table by the kitchen window for two.

“This looks and smells amazing.” She tucked a curl behind her and took a deep sniff. Her stomach rumbled. That would teach her for not eating properly.

“Glad you think so. It’s my mother’s special sauce. One of my favorites too. Have a seat and dig in.” He held out her chair.

“Thanks.” Her stomach rumbled again and she pressed a hand to it willing it to settle down.

“Didn’t you eat anything today?” Adam picked up his knife and fork, watched her salivate over her meal.

“I had an apple and some crackers, I think. When I work I tend to lose myself and forget time and food.” The steak melted as she ran her knife through it. Dakota wiped the piece of meat through the golden sauce and popped it in her mouth. The flavor burst on her tongue, the hint of wood smoke in the whiskey balanced carefully against the richness of the cream. A moan escaped before she could hold it back. She chewed and savored the taste before swallowing.

“Oh my gosh. That is incredible. Tell your mother I said she is the perfect cook.”

“Hey, I did the cooking tonight.” Adam looked at her with a fake wounded glare on his face.

“Ah yes, and you did an amazing job but it’s her recipe. You said so yourself.” She smiled. He was so easy to be around. Such a shame circumstances weren’t different but she could always hope things would improve in the future. “My sister would love this recipe. Do you think your mother would share it?”

“Probably. She never said it was a secret. But I’ll check in case okay?”

“Sure. Bella’s a cook. A very good one actually. She won Masterchef last year, put out a couple of cookbooks and now has a reality show.”

“Bella Moore? I never would have put two and two together.” He lay his knife down on the edge of the plate and picked up his glass. “You really are a talented family, aren’t you?”

“I guess we are. Mom says we’re all overachievers and I think she’s right. We hate anything to beat us.”

“I bought my mother her latest cookbook for Christmas last year. She loves it and I think she’d be delighted to hand over the recipe, especially to someone as talented as your sister.” He took a sip of wine, watched her over the rim of the glass. “Why the sudden frown?”

“I need to call her, make sure she’s okay. I haven’t spoken to her or April since I moved here. That’s bad for us so now I’m a little concerned. It’s probably nothing. Her schedule is crazier than mine and there’s always someone wanting a piece of her.”

Adam nodded his head. “I know what that feels like. Being in the public eye and expected to do well can be more pressure than most people imagine. I mean, a lot of people wish they could be in my shoes but it takes its toll and not everyone can cope.”

Dakota picked up her wine, leaned back in her chair and stared at him. “Did it ever effect you like that? You don’t seem the type to be frazzled easily.”

“I’m not. I can deal with the pressure. I focus on my game and not what’s happening around me. Not everyone can do that. There’s always someone out there waiting for you to fail so they can feel better about their own inadequacies. It’s called tall poppy syndrome.”

“That’s rough.” Dakota put down her glass and stabbed at a green bean, lifted it up and inspected it. “It’s funny how you find out who the important people are in your life too when something like that happens.” And she had first-hand experience with that too.

“It sure is. Now eat that steak before it gets cold. I have some very tasty fudge to go with your coffee. Sugar in it should keep you going for another couple of hours at least. And, I picked you up a small gift.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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Adam handed out a flyer about the soccer workshop. “There’ll be food for sale and the guys from the Seattle team will be signing posters too. We’d love to see you there if you can make it.” He walked down the street handing out flyers to everyone he passed. At Rachel’s shop, he paused to look at her Christmas display before he went in. Red candles flickered letting the scent of pine and Christmas spice pull him into the mood of the upcoming season. Carols played softly in the background. Christmas cookies sat in a bowl on the counter, dusted in confectionary sugar. He picked one up and took a bite while she dealt with another customer. The girl had some serious talent for decorating. He wouldn’t be surprised if she took out the tree decorating contest. Her shop always looked amazing.

“Hi, Adam. How’s your dad?” She finished serving the customer and turned to him, tidying the wrapping ribbon on her counter.

“Almost climbing the walls but doing well. Mom is making sure he doesn’t overdo things and I think she might be going a little bit overboard.” He glanced around the inside of the shop, spying a couple of Dakota’s pieces hanging amongst the branches of the tiny trees dotted around the store. “Selling well, are they?” He snaffled another cookie. “These are good.”

Rachel leaned on the counter, sighing as though disappointed. “Yes they are. I wish I had more stock because we’re nearly out of them and Dakota is far too busy to give me another delivery. Such a shame because I haven’t sold anything as fast as I’ve sold those ornaments.”

“She’s very talented, that’s for sure.” He turned back to Rachel. “I have some flyers here about the upcoming soccer workshop I’m doing with a couple of teammates this weekend. If you could put a few on your counter and maybe one in the window, I’d appreciate it.” He handed her one to look at.

“Seriously? You don’t have to ask, Adam. Heck, I’ll be there as soon as I close the shop. I wouldn’t miss seeing you guys in soccer shorts for anything.”

He laughed, imagining how cold he was going to be. A good excuse to keep moving and run the kids through their paces. “Wasn’t the best time for it but in season we’re far too busy and I owe Cory.”

“That’s very sweet of you.” She blushed and put down the flyer. “Talking of sweet. Tell me to mind my own business if you want but is there something between you and Dakota?”

“Ah, no. Why do you ask?” He picked up a Father Christmas pen from the display and spun it in his fingers, avoiding her gaze.

“Because you seem to click, you know? And I think she’s a lovely person and I’d like to see her happy.”

“You’ve only just met her, Rach. You and I go way back, grade three if memory serves me correct. Don’t you want to see me happy too?” Didn’t he want to feel that for himself?

“Of course I do but you’re more interested in the sleek city type. I was thinking of introducing her to my brother’s friend. Remember that geeky kid with the thick glasses in our class, Reggie Hollows? Well, it just so happens that he’s living not too far from here in Polson and is quite the brain these days. Even has his own computer business. Doing very well for himself from what I’ve heard.”

“And?”

“Well, he doesn’t have a girlfriend, he’s a bit shy still. Dakota seems like a kind person and maybe they’ll hit it off. I was going to ask if he wanted tickets to the gala. He might even like to ask her to be his date.”

“Oh, right. Well, I guess that’s her decision then.” Why did his heart plummet at the thought of her dancing with another man? He didn’t have rights on her time as much as he liked to think so.

“Great, I’ll give him a call then.” She held out her hand. “Give me some more of those and I’ll make sure they all get handed out for you. I know plenty of ladies who’d love to go and watch you and your hunky teammates kick a ball around the field.”

“Thanks, Rach.” He gave her half of what he had left and quickly left the shop, his heart pounding. Adam headed straight back to the office, picked up his phone and dialed Dakota before he could change his mind.

“Dakota, hi. Sorry to bother you when you’re so busy but I had a thought.” He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, doing his best not to come over as needy or desperate. “Since we’re working on the gala together and I’ve already offered to be your second in charge tree decorator, do you think we should go to the gala night together?” He waited for her to answer.

“Um, sure if that’s what you want to do.”

He let out a sigh of relief. “Great. Yeah I do because we’re going to be the ones that keep the evening going. Keep everything on track and it wouldn’t be fair to another date if we kept dumping them to do the job, if you know what I mean.”

“Couldn’t agree more.”

Thank goodness.

“I wanted to say thanks once again for my crystal bumble bee too. It was very sweet of you.”

“It was the least I could do. I noticed you have quite a collection of crystal and you reminded me of a busy bee. Besides, I enjoyed watching your face when you opened the gift.”

He heard a gasp of pain over the phone and sat up, panic rising in his chest. “Are you okay? What’s happened?”

She gave a tiny cry, groaned and he heard a clunk as she dropped the phone.

“Don’t move. I’ll be there in a minute.” Adam hung up and grabbed his car key, bolting out the door for his vehicle. It was hard to keep to the speed limit as he drove toward the cottage thinking the worst. Had she broken a glass object and was bleeding out while all he cared about was getting her to agree to go to the gala with him before anyone else could claim her as their date? How pathetic. He raced through town, toward her cottage, pulled up in front of the property, slammed the car into park and ran to her door. He pushed through it without knocking and came to a screeching halt at her workshop door, panicked and out of breath.

She stood looking at him, her hand out, her lips in a tight line. “Adam, stop.” She wiggled her fingers. “It’s a burn. Nothing more, so calm down.”

He dropped his head, waited for his heart to stop pounding.
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“My fingers cop a few burns now and then because I can’t always feel the heat against them until it’s too late. I blame it on the accident, severed nerves in my fingers. While it hurts it’s not a big deal.” She stepped forward and put a hand on his arm, noticed the pale trembling lips. “Hey, this isn’t just about me, is it? Something is worrying you.” She put an arm on his back and pushed him out to the lounge room toward the couch.

“No. I’m fine, I panicked when I heard you cry out.” He took her hand. Ran his fingers around the welt coming up on her fingers. He guided her into the kitchen, turned on the cold tap and held her hand under the running water to cool down the burn. “Let me deal with this. Where’s your first aid kit?”

“Under the bathroom cabinet.” Most of the color had come back into his face.

“Don’t move.” He squeezed her arm and strode away. Dakota watched him leave, his purposeful strides giving her reason to believe what she already decided. He wasn’t immune to her at all. Moments later he was back. He turned off the tap and handed her a towel. “I’ll let you dry that so I don’t hurt you.”

Dakota took the towel, dabbed at her hand and then let him dress the burn. When he put the first aid kit back in the bathroom, he came out looking almost as stressed as he did when he arrived.

“Go sit in the lounge. You need a coffee as much as I do and I can manage by myself so don’t fuss.” She filled the coffee machine while keeping an eye on him. He’d leaned back and closed his eyes but his skin was still pasty.

Dakota made them each a mug and joined him in the lounge room. “Here. Get this into you and talk to me.” She sat down beside him and waited while he gathered himself.

“Thanks.” He sipped and put his cup down. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I’m not usually such a panicy person. It’s just when I heard you cry out, I freaked out.”

“You’ve patched me up and I’m fine. Thank you.” Dakota took note of the sweat breaking out on his forehead. Adam had something more than her pressing on his mind and she knew what it was.

“Do you think this has anything to do with the panic you felt when you heard about your father?” Made sense to her and as much as Adam might think he’s dealing with it, she had other ideas. Nearly dying herself and having plenty of rehab gave one a different perspective on life and with the counseling she’d had in the aftermath, it wasn’t a stretch to think he was super imposing his thoughts about his own health crisis onto her. One little burn didn’t warrant this kind of all out panic even though she loved that he cared.

“I don’t think so. I mean, I was worried, sure but he’s okay now.”

Treading delicately, Dakota searched for the right words. “Do you worry about what you’re going through, about how you might have the same disease?”

He looked at her and she could see the idea taking shape in his head.

“I’m no psychologist, Adam, but you do seem to have an overactive reaction when it comes to someone getting hurt. Is it possible you’re more worried about your own mortality than you’re letting on?”

“I’d never let my own worries take over like that.”

She raised her eyebrow and waited.

“I wouldn’t.” He looked away and when Tiny jumped on his knee he didn’t reach out and touch her. She whined and climbed over to Dakota. Adam met her gaze. “Would I?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “It’s hard to know what our subconscious does to us.”

“I...”

“Don’t let it worry you. I won’t say anything but if you want to talk, I’m here.”

He blinked, wiped his hand over his face, the haunted look in his eyes worried her. “I’m terrified. Absolutely freaking terrified they’ll find I’m a walking time bomb. I don’t know how I’m going to deal with that if I am. And here I thought I was coping with it okay.”

She leaned over and wrapped her arms around him. “Oh, Adam. I wish I could say the right words, take away your pain but I can’t.” She kissed his cheek and held him close.

The tremble of his shoulders eased as she held him.

“I’m a coward.” A sigh shuddered up his throat. “I’ve known about this for weeks but I’ve been too scared to go and have the tests.” He gave a quick shrug of his shoulders. “Sometimes it feels better not knowing.”

“That’s not the way to live. You need to know so you can put strategies in place.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready to make those kinds of decisions yet.”

“Well, when it gets too much for you, I’m here if you want to talk. Don’t feel you’re alone, Adam. We’re friends, remember?”

“Yeah, friends.” He said it in such a bitter way she almost laughed but what he was going through wasn’t a laughing matter. She’d felt the same anguish when she woke from her accident knowing it wasn’t her decision to keep her fingers. It was all down to the surgeon’s skill and luck. Adam would be feeling the same pain, the same indecision, the same insecure future.

Was he worried that, like her, he’d be off-limits to that special person? Roger’s betrayal had all come down to money and prestige. What did Adam fear the most?

“Tell me what you’d planned on doing when you retired?”

“I thought I told you.”

“Not sure I remember that conversation but tell me again. Refresh my memory.” Talking had helped her work through her problems. It might help him too and she was happy sitting here with her arm around him.

“I have two offers from networks sitting with my management team. Means I’ll be on air during the season discussing games instead of playing in them.”

“Does that make you feel as though you’d be missing out on anything?”

He dropped his head and stared at his feet. “Yes. No. Not too sure to be honest. Going into the sport we all know that it’s not going to last forever. That’s a given. But having to leave earlier than expected is going to take some getting used to. That’s if they find out I have what Dad has.”

“So you hadn’t given it any thought to retiring yet even though you’ve had a couple of knee injuries?”

“Yeah, but I have to weigh up my options carefully.” Tiny nudged at his hand and this time he stroked her head. She leaned in against him, happy now she had his attention.

“I understand. It’s a little bit like me starting the Christmas decorations before my accident. They were something I wanted to explore, a sideline to the jewelry. It wasn’t ideal to take the place of what I was already doing but it gave me something to continue with. Meant I was in the same line of business and that accounts for something.”

Adam turned his head and looked at her. Some of the sadness seemed to fade from his eyes and a tiny spark of interest replaced it. He leaned in and kissed her lips. His warm breath rolled over her face as he spoke. “You, Ms. Dakota Moore, have a very interesting way of looking at life. I wish I had half as much positive energy running through my mind as you do.”

“You’re just scared and I understand that. Remember though, I’m here for you. No matter what the outcome, I’ll never push you away.”

She snuggled her chin on his shoulder, willing her love to find a way to put the smile back on his face.
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Chapter Fifteen
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The smell of hotdog grease mingled with the sweet sugary fairy floss making her realize how hungry she was. The roar of excited supporters as they watched the soccer clinic made her smile as she stood in line to get into the sports grounds. Dakota pulled her scarf tight around her neck and told herself a couple of hours off would be good for her body and her mental well-being. She’d had a late night yesterday and got up early to finish the icicles she’d promised Adam for his friend and teammate, Ryan. They had to be done by today, that was the deal and she wasn’t about to let him down.

“Hi Dakota.” Percy Ferris stood at the gate taking the money as people filed in. “Glad to see you’ve managed to get away from work for a couple of hours. Go grab yourself a hotdog and find a seat. I’m sure you’ll enjoy watching the boys.” He took her money and handed back change and her ticket. “They’ve asked for a few of the dads to join them later for a make-up game. Adam thinks the boys are up for it and I for one cannot wait to see how they perform.”

“Glad I came out then.” She took her change, and tucked her ticket in her jacket pocket. “Is Arabella here?”

He looked at her, rolled his eyes. “As if any female in this town that is capable of walking isn’t here to watch those boys in their soccer uniforms. You should hear some of the lewd comments coming from seemingly proper ladies. It’ll make you blush.”

She laughed. “Maybe I might be the loudest one here.”

“Now I find that hard to believe.” He turned to the next person behind her. “Hey Rach, shut up shop to come see the boys, eh?” He chuckled and tipped his chin in Dakota’s direction. “What did I tell you?”

“Be silly to miss them, Percy. Not often we get the caliber sportsmen like these wanting to come to Cherry Lake.”

Dakota turned around and waited. “Don’t tell me you’re a sports nut, Rach.”

“Are you kidding? I was in school with Adam and used to sit glued to the bleachers when he was playing. I’d give anything to go and see him play in Seattle but with the way the shop is, I can’t afford the time off.”

“Let’s get hotdogs and make the most of it then.” Together they grabbed hot food and climbed up the stands until they found two seats together.

“Oh my, look at those hunky men. I didn’t realize Adam had so many of his teammates coming in for this. Thought it was only one guy coming down.” Rach leaned forward in her seat, the smile on her face growing by the minute. They sat enthralled for the next hour while the youngsters learned from the best.

Rach nudged her. “Did Adam ask you to be his date at the gala?” She had a sparkle in her eyes.

Dakota looked at her, saw the secretive little smile on her lips. What was she up to? “Yes, he did. Why do you ask?”

“Because I made the suggestion that a school friend of ours would be a good match for you. Not that he is mind you. Reggie is a computer nerd in Polson and never leaves the house but Adam doesn’t know that.” She giggled behind her hand, let out a whoop as the player she had her eye on kicked a goal, showing a group of boys how to angle the kick just so. “That man is so damned cute. I wonder if Adam will introduce us?”

Dakota gasped. “Oh, you sneaky thing. If he figures out what you did, I don’t like your chances.”

Rach continued to watch the field, her attention split between the conversation and the man with Buzz on the back of his shirt. “But it worked, didn’t it?”

“Yes it did.” She glanced over at the man in question. He was running some of the boys through a track of poles now while the other players tried to get the ball from them. Cory made it to the end of the row without losing his ball and a cheer went up. The teen blushed when a couple of the guys patted him on the back.

“But?”

“I’m not that sure he’s ready for anything that remotely resembles a relationship. He has things to deal with first.”

Rach leaned back in her chair, her head closer to Dakota’s. “Are you prepared to wait until he sorts it out? Look, don’t think I’m being overly nosy, Dakota. I think a lot of Adam, always have. We go back too far for me to be that mean to him but he needs something and I think it might be you. A burden shared is a burden halved in my opinion.”

“Oh my goodness, look at the way that man can juggle the ball on his feet.”

“Stop trying to change the subject, Dakota. You forget I’ve seen the two of you together.”

Dakota sat and watched the men teaching the teens how to balance the ball on their foot, tap it to land up on their shoulder and toss it around just like she’d seen in the movies.
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When the time came for the parents to get involved, Adam hated it but he had to turn some away. It seemed as though everyone wanted a chance to play the team of professionals and teens. He was trying to sort out a sensible way to organize them when he spied Dakota sitting with Rachel up in the stands. He lifted a hand and smiled.

“Okay everyone. Line up and we’ll do this the easiest way I know how.” He walked down the line giving each alternate person the bad news that they couldn’t play. They groaned good naturedly but returned to their seats to watch.

By the end of the day the smiles on the teens’ faces had made it all worthwhile. Adam had offered his teammates dinner and drinks at the Lake Hotel. He searched for Dakota. Even though she had work to do, he was hoping he could convince her to join them. He grabbed Cory as he ran past. “I need you to do me a favor.”

Cory grinned as he held tight to the signed shirt he’d been given by the team. “Anything.”

“I want you to find Dakota for me. Tell her we’re having drinks and dinner at the Lake Hotel and I want her to join us. I’d find her myself but I can’t see her anywhere and I promised to help sign posters with the guys.”

“Sure. I can do that.”

Adam patted him on the shoulder. “Thanks, I appreciate it, Cory.”

Cory ran off and Adam took his seat at the table alongside Ryan Jones and grabbed a marker to start signing.

In between excited participants asking for photo opportunities and parents greeting him, Ryan managed a word to Adam. “Any chance I can take those special items home tomorrow? I haven’t told the wife but it would be nice to surprise her if I can. She wasn’t that thrilled at me leaving on the weekend when she’d already made plans for us.” He accepted another poster to sign and posed for a photo with a youngster.

“I certainly hope so. Dakota did say she’d do it. If they’re not ready, I’ll mail them to you before Christmas. Promise.” Adam accepted thanks from a star struck parent and turned to Ryan again.

“Thanks, man. Knew I could count on you.” He signed another poster, pushed it into the hands of a fan. “The wife loves her work and to have something special like that will blow her mind.”

“I’ve asked Dakota to meet us for dinner tonight. Not sure she will because her workload is huge right now as you can imagine with her new line but we’ll see. I hope she’ll be there.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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Dakota stood chatting to Jake and Woodsie when Cory came running up to them, guilt nipping her heels because she was dawdling when she should be home working.

“Dakota, something to tell you.” He paused for a breath and thrust the jersey into his father’s arms. “Look at what I got.”

Jake took the jersey and held it up, read all the signatures on the back of it, let out an impressed whistle. “That is some souvenir, Son. You won’t want to wear that one too often. Why not get it framed and hang it in your room?”

“Good idea.” He sucked in a breath and pointed a dirt smeared finger at Dakota. “Adam wants to know if you’ll meet him at the Lake Hotel for dinner and drinks with the guys.”

He does? “Oh. I don’t really know. I should go home and do some more work. I only have about ten days left to finish my ornaments.” How early would she have to get up tomorrow to make up for it if she did? Not like she hadn’t done an all-nighter before and to spend an evening with Adam and his friends. She could imagine it was a date.

“Are you really making all of your own decorations for the tree, Dakota?” Woodsie frowned at her and scratched his head in wonder.

“Yes. I decided it was the best way to get an authentic looking tree. Nobody else will have what I have and I so want it to be different. It’s a chance to showcase my new line that I won’t get a chance to do any other time.” And her competitive streak had raised its ugly head.

Jake shuffled his feet. “You work too hard. Go out and meet the guys, let your hair down for a change.”

“Yes, go, Dakota. After all the hard work they put in today, they’re probably starving and it’s your sister’s hotel. You could take me if you like.” Cory grinned at her. “Joking but you should be there because if it wasn’t for you giving Adam a hard time, he might not have organized today.”

She stared at Cory. “I’m sure he would have.”

“Nope. He did it because you told him to.” The teen was adamant and it was no good asking his father or grandfather to back her up because they were both nodding their heads in agreement. Talk about being ganged up on. She didn’t stand a chance of saying no and to be honest, she didn’t want to either.

“Adam’s a good guy but there’s nothing like proving your worth to a woman by being capable, kind and making the effort.” Woodsie winked at her. “Go tell Adam she’ll meet him there, Cory. Girl wants to go and get prettied up for a night out.”

Cory ran off and Dakota’s shoulders slumped. “Thanks fellas for your support.”

“No, thank you for looking out for Cory. My grandson needed a break and you supplied it.” Her landlord chuckled as she hurried in the direction of her car.

She glanced in the bedroom mirror at her reflection. The sea-green dress showed off her curves and made her eyes look brighter blue. With her hair pulled up into a messy knot on top of her head with a clip fashioned from glass beads and gold thread, her own of course, she looked ready for whatever the night threw at her. Ever since the decision had been taken out of her hands, she’d given herself a strict talking to and was determined to enjoy the evening without worrying about what waited for her at home.

Dakota took a coat from the closet and stepped into comfortable cowboy boots. The temperature had plummeted since the sun slid behind the mountains, the cloudless sky making for a very cool evening. Even though she’d been told it rarely snowed in Cherry Lake, she held out hope it would sooner or later. The way it felt tonight, she wouldn’t be surprised if she drove home through a light dusting of snow.

“Sorry little poodle, you have to stay home tonight.” Tiny must have understood the words because she strutted off to the lounge room and jumped up on the couch beside the fire, dropping her head onto her paws. “Be good. I won’t be too late.”

Dakota drove the short distance to the Lake Hotel and pulled up in front. A quick hello and a hug for Noah and she would go and meet Adam and his teammates. She knocked on the upstairs apartment door and walked in.

“Dakota!” Noah jumped off the couch and ran for a cuddle.

“Hey big guy. How are you?” She smiled at her sister who was busy at the stove making dinner.

“Good.” He leaned in and whispered in her ear, “Guess who’s downstairs with Adam.”

She peeked over his shoulder at Mari who grinned at her little boy’s stage whisper. “No idea. Tell me.”

“Buzz Wallace. The soccer player.” He nodded his head. “Mom said after dinner I can go and say hello so long as I don’t annoy him too much.”

“Did she now? Let me tell you something, pal. I’m having dinner with those guys and I’ll make sure you get to see them all. How’s that?”

“Really? You promise?”

“Sure do. Now do as your mom says and I’ll see you later.” She stood up. “Adam invited me to meet the guys for a meal. I thought I’d call in for a cuddle first.”

Mari leaned her hip against the counter and the way she looked at her, Dakota knew she could see past the stalling tactic. “Uh huh.”

“Really. It’s true. I should have picked up Noah today and taken him with me but I went as a last minute thing.” She ruffled his hair. “I didn’t realize how much he liked soccer or I would have made more of an effort, so I’ll make sure he meets them all tonight before bed, okay?”

“That’s fine by me if he eats his dinner. I’ll be down later anyway to help in the bar. I gave Sid the night off before I knew we would be having such esteemed company. Gives me a chance to meet them too.”

“Okay, I’d better go. See you later, big guy.” Dakota slipped out and skipped down the carpeted stairs and paused at the entrance to the bar and sucked in a breath. Why was she a bundle of nerves? She’d had dinner with Adam before but this sounded more like a date and it was with other people around. People that meant something to him. She couldn’t work him out.

The door burst open and whacked her in the knee.

“Sorry, didn’t think anyone was there.” A vaguely familiar face stared at her. He held out his hand. “Ryan Jones and I know who you are. My wife is a huge fan of your work. Dakota Moore, right?”

The man the icicles were for. “Ryan, how lovely to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mine, believe me. You’re coming in for dinner with us, yes?”

“Yes I am. I was just upstairs saying hello to my nephew. He wants to come down later and say hi to everyone after dinner if that’s alright.”

“Of course it is. We’re here to meet the locals. Excuse me, I was going to call my wife, say good night to the kids before it gets too late. Adam is in there with the boys. I’ll catch you shortly.” He smiled and pulled out his mobile phone as he found a quiet corner of the hotel to make his call.

Dakota pushed her way through the door and looked for Adam.
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Buzz whistled and Adam looked to where his friend was staring. Dakota stood near the door glancing his way, a little timidly. “Excuse me, Buzz.”

His friend nudged him. “So that’s the lady that’s got you so wound up in knots.”

Wound up was one way to put it. Confused, frustrated and wondering if he could ever have her. “Yeah, you could say that.” He made his way toward Dakota and was thrilled to see the color rise in her cheeks.

“Adam.”

He leaned in and kissed her in greeting, listened to the sudden intake of breath. It seemed that she was as rattled as he was when they met. If she would stay that way until he sorted his life out, he’d be thrilled. “Come and meet the boys.”

He took her arm and steered her over to the bar where Buzz stood chatting with Leon, the midfielder from Ireland who had signed on for two seasons. “Gentlemen, I’d like you to meet Dakota Moore. Dakota, this is Buzz and Leon.”

“Dakota, now there’s a lovely name for a pretty lady.” Leon took her hand, buzzed his lips over it.

Buzz nudged him out of the way. “Give it up man, she’s spoken for. Your Irish charm won’t work this time.” He took Dakota’s hand. “Adam told me all about you. The pleasure is mine. What can I get you to drink?”

“Wine would be great thanks. The house red is very good here.”

“The hotel is very nice too. I hear your sister owns it.” Buzz leaned on the bar and gave the drinks order.

“Yes, she does. She’s a wedding planner and this place is perfect or will be when she finishes renovating.” Dakota took the wine the bartender placed in front of her and sipped. “Cheers.”

“So, what did you think of today?” Adam rested a hand on her shoulder, the heat of his skin seeping through her dress. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

“It was great, very exciting to watch too. I must say, you guys have some serious ball skills.” She put down her glass. “I had no idea that you could run a ball like that and when you showed the kids how to juggle that ball with your feet and head, well, almost made me want to give it a go.”

“We sure do know how to duck and weave with style. And those kids today, you know, I think a couple of them could be headed to the big time if they stick with it.” Buzz nodded his head. “I tell you for real, and that’s my honest opinion. What do you think, Adam?”

“I’m impressed too. Mind you, same coach I had. Has to count for something.”

Leon tried again to engage Dakota in conversation. “How do you know this crazy man, Dakota? Don’t tell me you’re a childhood sweetheart he’s kept hidden from us.”

She laughed and Adam felt a small twinge of envy at how relaxed she was around the Irishman. “No. I met Adam when I picked up the keys for my cottage. I’ve only been in Cherry Lake for a little over two months.”

“It sure is a pretty little place. Reminds me of Ireland, the town nestled on the water’s edge like it is.”

Quick as a flash, Buzz piped up. “You step on the wrong toes, you’ll be back in your own country before you know what happened, pretty boy.”

Adam grinned. “You never did tell me how you managed to change your mama’s plans, Buzz. It was a surprise to see you get out of the car with the others.”

“Told her you needed me for the kids. You know my mama, family is everything. She all but packed my bag for me. Told me to pass on her best and when you go back to Seattle you have to give her a call yourself and take the time to go see her.”

“She’s a legend. I’ll make sure I do, promise.”

“I have something you might like to take back for her too, Buzz. A little thank you from me for being so kind to our local kids.”

“Really? Hope it’s some of that special glass that you make. Ryan’s been raving on about it for days. Was going to ask if you had anything available I could take home to make Mama’s day.”

Dakota liked Buzz. A tall fine boned black man with long legs that defied belief. Agile and fast with feet that moved like quicksilver with a will of its own. “Certainly is. I have a package for each of you. Before I go, don’t let me forget to get them out of the car, okay?”

Leon smiled and stepped closer to her, nudging Adam out of the way. “You brought me a gift? Now that’s what I call friendly. Let me get you another drink, lovely lady, and tell you all about where I come from.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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Dakota looked at the laden shelf of glass angels she’d spent the last three weeks making. Was it going to be enough for the tree? Would her tree look full and perfect once they were all hung? After what Adam had said about needing so many lights, garlands and ornaments per foot, she worried she was going to run short. Because the trees hadn’t been delivered yet, nor had they been allocated.

And neither had her lights arrived.

A feather drifted down from the top shelf and she reached for it, tripped over the corner of the rug and stumbled and fell. She cried out, lifted her hands to cover her face and fell into the wall of glass.

She screamed as it rained down around her, the beautiful hand-made angels now seemingly vicious creatures cutting into her flesh and covering the floor in needle like shards that dug into her knees. A shadow hovered over her and Dakota put up her hand to stop the heavy shelf hitting her head as it fell.

Hands battling the weight above her, Dakota pushed with all her might, forcing herself to stay calm. A yip sounded in her ear and a wet tongue licked across her face. “Tiny, be careful.” The last thing she needed was her little poodle shredded by the glass. “Go away!”

Tiny set about barking, scratching at her with tiny claws. Heart pounding, Dakota opened her eyes, blinked and stared at the ceiling above her. Her bedroom ceiling. She tried to calm her thumping heart, slow her breathing. She wasn’t in the workroom. There were no broken angels. She hadn’t been cut to shreds. It’d been a nightmare, something that hadn’t happened in months. Strange that her anxiety was coming back to haunt her now. It’d been ages since she’d had a panic attack that left her with a pounding heart and dry mouth. Her own fault for taking on so much. It was playing on her nerves, making her anxious. Stupid, stupid for thinking she could do it all.

Frustrated she kicked out, flailed under her blankets, thankful it had only been a dream but knowing it was her own fault for working so intensely hard. She never should have taken yesterday and last night off.

Tiny dashed down the bed and pounced on Dakota’s feet. With a chortle of relief, she moved her toes around under the blankets and her dog darted after them, breaking the tension and letting her come back to earth.

Her own fault indeed. For taking on so much that she had to work ridiculous hours, doing double plus the normal workload she would have done in her previous life. All because she had to prove to herself she was normal and her accident hadn’t impacted her life and she was good with uprooting herself and starting over somewhere new. Sure, her body had healed for the most part. The cold weather played havoc on her circulation but that wasn’t enough to derail her. It was the ending of her relationship that had wounded her the most. She was now admitting it to herself and only because of Adam.

Being dumped because she was no longer capable of maintaining the high-end product she was known for had hit her hard. A year on and there were days when her confidence still took a dive and she questioned herself, wondered why anyone would bother with her. The only thing that had made her put that to the back of her mind was Adam and the light she saw in his eyes when he was around. And how crazy of her to fall for someone that made it quite clear he didn’t really want to get involved. The fact that he was attracted to her was enough. For now, anyway.

A wet tongue on her nose made her stop day dreaming. It was time to get up, she’d slept in for the first time in weeks. “Let’s go, little girl.” She threw back the blankets, stepped into slippers and grabbed her robe from the end of the bed. Tiny skipped around her feet as they headed out to the kitchen. A quick glance in her workroom reinforced the dream. Her angels were all stacked up in boxes, each magnificent creation wrapped in tissue to keep it safe until the day she hung them on the tree and revealed her new line to the public.

She opened the back door and let Tiny out before turning on the coffee machine, then walked outside. She was standing in the morning sun in a dry patch of the garden when her phone rang. Dakota ran inside, picked up the phone. “Hello.”

“Dakota, Adam. How are you this morning?”

“I’m well. I can’t believe I slept in for the first time in, like forever.” She watched Tiny get up and wander out of sight. She was probably going down to say good morning to Cory and Woodsie. It seemed to be a regular thing of late and she was done trying to change her mind.

“That’s great. I have news. The trees will be here this afternoon. I thought you might like to be there to help me position them and set up the privacy screens.”

Another chance to spend some time with him. She could stand that. “I’d love to. Meet you there then? I really need to put in some serious hours this morning though.”

“Sure. I said I’d meet Bill at the back of the hotel at about two o’clock.”

“Brilliant. Thanks, Adam.” She hung up and walked outside. “Tiny, where are you?”
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When Adam drove to the back of the hotel that afternoon, the first thing he saw was Dakota sitting outside in the courtyard with Mari, Noah and Tiny. They had a notebook between them and were deep in conversation.

He ambled over. “Looks serious. I do hope everything’s going to plan?”

“Hey, Adam. Grab a seat.” Mari turned her chair to face him. “We’re marking off everything that’s finalized and going over what’s left to chase up. I think I’m pretty happy so far. Everything’s on track.” She tossed the pen on the table and sighed.

“You really are good, you know. I have to admit I had my doubts when you said you’d take it on.”

Mari laughed. “Oh, boy. You have no idea how hectic the wedding planner’s life is. This is so calm compared to what I put up with in L.A.” She looked around her hotel, waved her hand in the air. “Moving here has dropped the stress levels to an all-time low and I love it.”

“And you, Dakota. Any regrets about moving here and taking on this fundraiser?” Adam watched her eyes light up.

“No, never. I think it’s one of the best ideas I’ve had, to be honest. I like it here, the slower pace of life and the people. It’s all good as far as I’m concerned.”

Adam smiled. “I’m hoping you’ll say the same when you see the trees. Bill assures me they’re lovely specimens. Said he kept the best for us.”

“I’ve followed your lead and ordered some for the hotel too, Adam. I haven’t had a real tree for years and I really can’t wait to get my hands on them. The smell of pine needles is something I’m looking forward to.”

“I hope you say the same thing when you have to clean up the mess.”

“I’m sure I will.” She ruffled her son’s hair. “Noah can’t wait to help me decorate, can you, young man?”

“Yep. We have heaps of decorations Mom brought with us from the city. Real pretty stuff too.” He gave Adam a cheeky smile.

A truck decorated in Christmas tree signs puttered down the road and pulled up beside the entrance. The reversing lights came on and a beep beep heralded it backing into the driveway.

“They’re here!” Noah jumped up and grabbed Mari’s hand. “Let’s go, Mom.”

She held him beside her. “Wait until he stops, Noah.”

Adam walked over to the truck and guided Bill back before holding up his hand. “That’s far enough.”

The door of the truck opened and Bill Smyth jumped down. “Adam. Long time since I’ve seen you.” He held out his hand. “How’s it all going?”

“Great, thanks.” He peered into the back of the truck. “Can’t wait to see what you have for us.”

“When you called and told me what you had planned, I went out and chose the trees then and there. Didn’t want anyone else to come along and claim them. It’ll be good to see the old Grange in use again. Remember going to dances there when I was a young’un.”

“You’re not the only one. My parents are thrilled it’s finally going to be repaired.”

“How is your dad? Heard he had a bit of heart trouble there.” Bill leaned on the back of the truck seeming in no hurry to unload his cargo.

“Much better, thanks. He’ll be at the gala dinner, hopefully. Can we save you a couple of tickets, Bill? They’re selling out fast.” He noticed Dakota walking toward him.

“Sounds like I’d better or the wife will want to know why.” He tipped his hat at Dakota. “Nice to finally meet you at last, Ms. Moore. Hear tell you’re doing some pretty good stuff with your decorations.”

“Please, call me Dakota. Rachel tells me you have the best trees at your farm. I can’t wait to see what you’ve brought us.”

“She’s a good girl, is our Rach. Sent her mom and me a picture of some of your ornaments hanging in the shop when she first got them. I’m hoping she kept me one. Wanted to surprise the wife.”

“That’s very sweet, Mr. Smyth. Let me know if she didn’t and I’ll make sure you get one.”

Bill’s cheeks pinked up and he puffed out his chest. “Well, that’s right kind of you. Let’s get these trees out and see what you think.” He pulled down the tailgate and reached in for the first tree.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Once the trees were set up in their stands, Dakota brushed the pine needles off her hands, sighed over the sticky sap and stood back looking at what they’d accomplished.

“Bill, you’re a legend. These trees are beautiful.” The pungent smell of pine filled the small ballroom, making the impending approach of Christmas seem even closer. Excitement built in her chest and she had a hard time keeping the smile off her face. If she closed her eyes she could almost see her tree decorated.

Warm breath fanned over the back of her neck. “Ready to take this on?” Adam rested his chin on her shoulder and she shuddered under his touch. Even though he claimed he didn’t want a relationship, he seemed to be easing into it.

Breathing in and out for calm, she shook her head. “I’m excited but I might have taken on more than I can handle to be honest.” Now the trees were in front of her, the real fear of not having enough decorations loomed.

“I promised to help you string your tree and I will. You have me for two days and then I have to leave, go back to Seattle and take care of things.”

Panic rose in her chest and she turned her head to look at him. “You’re going to get tested?”

“Yes. You’ve given me the confidence to go ahead. I have to sort it out once and for all.”

“I’m proud of you and you know I have my fingers and toes crossed that everything will be fine.” She blinked, emotional tears filling her eyes.

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

How could she tell him that she was terrified? Not only about how the test results would go but if they didn’t find anything wrong, did that mean he was going back to his life? Either way her world would change. Again. She couldn’t tell him. It wouldn’t be fair when he was so worried himself. “I’m scared.” She looked at the trees, anything to avoid falling apart in front of him.

He tilted his head until they were facing each other, noses touching. He gripped her by the shoulders. “You can do this, okay? Don’t start doubting yourself now.”

“But...” He thought she was scared about decorating her tree.

“No, Dakota. Even I can see you’ve been putting on a brave face ever since you moved to Cherry Lake. You’re trying to prove to yourself that you’re good enough. After all you’ve been through I get that. Even with all the psycho-babble talks you’ve given me, I figured most of it was also still relevant to you.” He kissed her softly on the lips, his subtle aftershave overriding the smell of pine, if only for a second.

Breath stole from her lungs, her heart pounded, pushing the blood racing through her veins giving her a swoon-worthy head rush.

As fast as it had started, the kiss stopped. Her brain screamed out for more but she was too stunned to react. She opened her mouth to speak but the words stuck in her throat.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that, not while everything is so up in the air. It’s not fair to either of us but I couldn’t help myself.” Adam pulled her against his chest, his breathing ragged.

Dakota rested her head on his shoulder as his arms wrapped around her. He was almost right. It wasn’t her accident or the losses she’d suffered business-wise that made her feel sick to her stomach. It was her feelings for this man that were getting out of control. If he left her and went back to his previous life, how would she cope? In such a short time he’d become too important to her and that was what ate away at her gut. Being tired didn’t help her nerves at all, in fact it only amplified her fears.

She lifted her head enough to answer him. “I’m terrified I’m going to make an idiot of myself. Just getting the decorations made has been much harder than I thought it would be.”

“But you did it. You have them all done now.”

She frowned at the trees, looked from the base to the tip almost kissing the high ceiling. “Maybe. They’re bigger than I thought they’d be.” Much bigger in real life compared to looking at a measuring stick.

“I told you around ten feet.”

“Yes but you never said they’d be so...so full and wide like.” She flapped her arms and gave up when they didn’t come close to the width of the tree.

Adam burst out laughing, and let her go. Bill ambled in and Adam sent an apologetic glance in his direction. “Have you ever been told your trees are too fat, Bill?”

He chortled and shook his head. “Always thought that was a good thing, myself.”

Dakota dropped her arms. “It is. Don’t listen to me. I’m having a mild panic attack here looking at what I’ve taken on.”

Mari walked out of a storeroom with a box of white curtains she’d ordered to hang between the trees. “Dakota, you can stop worrying. You’ve amazing talent and if your tree fails miserably, which I highly doubt, I’ll buy it at auction myself.”

Adam reached for Dakota’s hand, gave it a reassuring squeeze. “I think you might have a fight to win that battle, Mari.”

Dakota’s heart pounded. He was making it hard to not fall in love with him when he acted like this. How she wished he’d made that kiss last longer.
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“Thanks, Son. I appreciate it.” His mother passed him a cup of coffee. “I know if you don’t get up and clean out the gutters and trim back those trees, your father will do it and that’s the last thing we need him doing. He was making noises about it yesterday, that’s why I called you.” She folded a tea towel over her hand, opened the oven door and pulled out a tray of cookies.

The aroma of warm oatmeal and raisin made Adam’s mouth water. “As if I’d let him anywhere near a ladder ever again.” He leaned over and snatched a hot cookie, bouncing it from one hand to the other before taking a quick bite. “Still the best cook ever.”

“Away with you.” She blushed and put another tray into the oven.

“Anything else you want me to do before Dad gets it in his mind to do himself, tell me now.”

“Would you mind checking the woodpile too? I know he did a load a month or so ago but I’ve been keeping the fire on because it’s getting so cold. You know your father won’t let me get anyone to come over and help out. Stubborn old fool that he is.” She poured herself a coffee and leaned against the counter. “Have you given any more thought to your future?”

“I’ve decided to go to Seattle to get tested and then I’ll make up my mind.”

She pulled out a chair and sat down beside him. “Please don’t think I’m being negative here, Adam, but you’re getting older. How many injuries have you had, serious injuries?”

He frowned and looked away. “Two.”

“I bet you haven’t told us half of it either.” She pursed her lips. “I know you probably think I’m being a downer and I apologize if that’s how I come over.”

“You don’t, Mom.”

“But I want what’s best for you and to me, staying in the game until they carry you out on a stretcher isn’t good enough. It’s foolhardy and such a waste of a life. You don’t need the money anymore, Adam.” Her hand covered his.

He looked at her, the cookie now a lump of concrete in his gut. “Everything you say, I’ve said to myself. Many times too. Dad’s heart attack brought it all home and I’ve tossed over so many ideas in my head I no longer know what I want. I need to hear what the doctor says before I make a decision.”

“What about Dakota?”

He looked away again.

“I may be old but I’m not blind or deaf. You’ve looked happier than I’ve seen you since you got home and I’ve heard the whispers about her. She’s very pretty and smart too. I hear you two have been seen together quite a lot. Of course people are going to talk. It’s a small town.”

“Mom, we’re friends, nothing more.” As much as he would like that to change. He drained his coffee cup and got up. “Let me get on with the jobs or I won’t be able to go and do my bit at the hotel setting up tomorrow before I leave. I don’t want anything left for Dad to do outside.”

“You’re a good man, Adam, even if you won’t tell your mother what’s going on in that head of yours.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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Adam brought another box into the hotel and placed it on the table within Dakota’s reach. For the last hour she’d stood focused on unwrapping her decorations, lining them up, ready to place on the tree. Her nerves were churning in the pit of her stomach, her head almost exploding with tension. This was where she would find out if she had failed or won in the attempt to recreate her business. Early figures were positive but she’d never done anything on this scale before.

Sure, the locals had fallen in love with her ornaments but that didn’t equate into enough of a demand to keep her financially afloat yet. It would come soon though, of that she was certain. But what she was hoping for was the chance to fix the chandeliers and get herself a name doing repairs on heritage objects that would take up the slack in the remainder of the year. She could use all of her training, her skills without resorting to the finer work she used to do.

Mari had people coming for the gala, important people. People that could make or break her depending on how they viewed her end work. People that had seen what she was capable of before and probably expected her to reach new heights. One bad review in the press could wreck a small online business before it took flight. She’d put herself out there in the most public way and was now having second thoughts.

All because she wanted to belong and make a new life for herself without her parents looking over her shoulder.

“What can I do?” Adam rested a hand on her back and she jumped, so lost in her own train of thought that he’d scared her half to death.

“Sorry. Miles away.” She scrunched up the tissue paper and threw it under the table in a box.

Adam grabbed her shoulders, turned her around and peered into her face. “Hey, calm down. This is just a tree decorating contest, not the end of the world.” He leaned in and she turned her lips up to meet his. He moved back before the kiss could turn into a full-on session. It hurt but not as much as it should. There were other things going on in her head.

Little did he know how her mind worked. She’d put on a brave face, said it didn’t matter to her if she couldn’t do the finer jewelry work anymore. Truth was, it did. It’d taken her months to figure it out but it mattered more than she could say. Because if she couldn’t be who she was before, who did that make her now? And would she ever be happy in the skin of the new her and would Adam think she was worthy if she failed in her new venture? There was so much riding on this gala event for her personally to say nothing of what else cast a shadow over her.

He pulled her to his chest again and mumbled sweet platitudes as if she was a terrified child. The smell of him soothed her jagged nerves and she relaxed under his touch. “It’ll be okay, you’ll see.”

“I know. I’m just a bundle of nerves.”

Adam pushed her back, looked into her eyes. “I think it’s time we started hanging these, don’t you think?”

“You’re right. The others are probably half done by now.”

A voice came from behind the curtain in the designated area next to them. “Dakota, if you think any of us are finding this easy, think again.” A roar of frustration came from Rach as she dropped a glass ornament, the shards scattering everywhere.

“I’ll grab the broom.” Adam kissed the tip of her nose and rolled his eyes before he hurried away to help.

“Sorry, Rach. I’m not usually so insecure.” Dakota chose the box with the light threads that had only just arrived and opened it, determined to get on with the job. She only had two days with Adam helping her and she would need him for as much time as he was willing to give.

The curtain wavered and Rach poked her head through. “Not peeking, promise. Anything I can do to help?”

“Crisis of the heart. Merely doubting myself and my abilities. Nothing to lose sleep over.”

Rach grinned. “Oh girl, you have no idea how good your tree will look. With that array of glass right there on the table, I can see you’ve done something incredible.” She swaggered over and picked up an angel. “I wish I had half as much talent as you do.” Her finger trailed down the gossamer wings. “When this is all over, we might catch up for coffee. I have some ideas for things I’d like to see on the market but sadly not an artistic bone in my body.”

Interesting. “I’d love to.” Her heart settled and Dakota chided herself for the burst of nerves. It was so unlike her to worry over her work. She put it down to the new line and living in Cherry Lake. A good impression, a steadfast career built on confidence and fitting in was what she wanted to give. Dakota straightened her shoulders. “Yes, I’d love that, Rach. As soon as Christmas is done, you and I will have some quiet time and see what we can come up with.”

Rachel closed her eyes and let out a sigh of relief. She must have been sweating on speaking out. “Great. Right then, back to it.” She disappeared behind the curtain and Dakota could hear her humming as she worked.

Adam walked back with the broom. “You’re very kind. With so much on your plate, you’ve still got time to listen to other people.”

His words warmed her heart. “I don’t see the point of being any different. Kindness is easy to give and it doesn’t cost anything. Besides, Rachel has more creativity in her than she thinks. Look at how she decorates her shop.” She whipped out a handful of light strands. “Now, I need help with these if you don’t mind.”

“Sure, let me clean up the mess first.” He took one and looked at it. “What are they?”

“Someone I know is very clever when it comes to lighting. He’s asked me to test these and see how they work. It could mean a massive coup for me or a massive fail depending on how much work he put into them and if he got it right.” Dakota picked up an angel and slid the filament up through the center of the ornament. “I would have done this at home but they only arrived last night and I couldn’t face it.”

“Are you going to show me how they work?” He turned the filament over and over looking for a way to turn it on.

Dakota didn’t want to give away the secret just yet. She wanted to keep it for the big reveal on gala night. “No, sorry.” She had to bite her lip to stop the grin spreading on her face. “I would if I could but it would ruin the reveal. I want this to be a big surprise for everyone and that includes you. I hope you don’t mind.”

A confused grin on his face, he lifted the curtain and took the broom into the next section to clean up the glass.
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Adam watched her trying to keep a straight face. The way her eyes lit up with glee and anticipation melted his heart. She was such a beautiful person, inside and out. He crossed his fingers for a good outcome with his tests and swept up the broken ornament.

When he came back, she was almost finished threading the angels with the light fittings. “I guess we’d better get started hanging these decorations.” He pulled the stepladder to the tree and rubbed his hands. “Let me get up and you can pass me the decorations and tell me where you want them, okay?”

“Sure. But I want to leave the tree topper for last.”

“Are you tall enough to reach though?”

The curtain rippled and Rach poked her head through. “Dad can do it if she can’t. He towers over you Adam and will be helping me tomorrow. Does that work for you, Dakota?”

“If that’s okay with him, certainly does. I didn’t even bring it today because I have to make a subtle change now that my lights are here.”

Rach rolled her eyes. “I can see this going very bad for me.”

“Oh please. You ladies kill me. I know you’ll be a close finish and I can say that because I’ve seen what you can both do.”

“Keep talking those sweet words, Adam.” Rach disappeared behind the curtain again and Adam climbed up the ladder. “Let’s get this tree dressed for the gala.”

Dakota chose an angel and handed it up to him. “About twelve inches below the tip please and work your way around in a spiral.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He climbed higher and attached the glass object, leaned back to make sure it was hung facing out.

“Perfect.” Dakota handed him another one.

When they stopped for a break, he caught her flexing her fingers. “Okay?”

She smiled and dropped her hands behind her back. “Fine. Nothing a little massage won’t fix.” Dakota glanced at her tree. “It’s so beautiful, Adam. I can’t believe I made those angels.”

“You’ve found your niche, I can tell.” He slipped his hand through her arm and walked her outside. “Let’s go and grab a bite to eat.”

“I don’t think so.”

“We have to eat and this is easier than bringing it back. You need a break and the walk will do you good.”

She blushed and let him lead her out of the hotel. They strolled down the street toward the café, his stomach rumbling with more than hunger. Now that he’d made the decision to go and see the doctors, his nerves were taught with anxiety. Would he get a clean bill of health? If so, did he want to give the game away now as the team doctor suggested? And if he did, would Dakota want to explore a relationship between them? Because if he took a contract with a network, he’d be away half the week for soccer season. Flying in and out so he could spend time at home didn’t worry him. He wondered how she’d cope with that kind of lifestyle. Suddenly he wanted to find out.

“Tell me, Adam. What did you your mother think of the icicle and glass ball I gave you?” She picked up the menu and scanned it.

“Uh, I have a confession to make.”

She tilted her head and smiled. “Yes?”

“I kept the icicle for myself. I’ve got it hanging in the kitchen window of my house.” He tapped his fingers on the table. “Mom loved her glass ball but I couldn’t face giving away the icicle. Sorry.”

Dakota laughed, clapped her hands. “That’s priceless. Adam, you sweet thing. I could’ve given you another one but I’m so pleased you liked it enough to deprive your mother.”

“She’s not missing out on anything because she doesn’t know there were two.”

Dakota continued to laugh and he watched her. The way her eyes crinkled at the corners, her smile lifted her whole personality and brightened his life. There had to be hope for them and damned if he wasn’t going to fight for what he wanted.

“Oh dear.” She wiped a finger under her eyelashes, drying the tears she hadn’t been able to hold back. “You’re too funny.”

“I’m glad to be of service.” It had been worth risking embarrassment to see her so happy. “What do you want to eat? We have to get back and do this tree today as much as I’d like to sit here and make fun of myself.”

“Stop it. You’ll have me in hysterics soon.” She reached for his hand. “You’re a very sweet man, Adam, and I’m glad my icicle is hanging in your window. I hope it brings you lots of joy.”

“I’m not sweet at all. I think it was selfish of me to keep it but I couldn’t resist. Don’t tell my mother.”

“Never. But I disagree. The soccer team thinks you’re the kindest person in the world after what you did for them. I happen to agree too considering you’re not sure if your health is at risk.”

“It was the last thing I was thinking of, believe me. And there wasn’t anything strenuous in that game. I don’t think I even broke a sweat.”

“Cory was beside himself with excitement and it’s all I’ve heard about since. He popped in with his friends yesterday and told me yet again how much he enjoyed it. You made him incredibly happy.”

“It seemed like the right thing to do.”

“I agree, it was. But you didn’t have to do as much as you did. But in saying that, I think you have a young man with a serious case of hero worship now for life.”

“Yeah, he choked up when he called to tell me how much they all got out of the day and how much money they managed to raise for the Grange. Makes them feel like they have an investment in the property which can only be a good thing.” He liked that she was keen to put her stamp on the place too. “I heard that you’ve been spending some time with Cory.”

“Tiny’s taken to walking down to visit in the mornings when I let her out. Cory and I chat and as I said, he pops in from time to time. He’s a great kid who’s feeling more than a little lost at times and Woodsie is a great grandfather. He runs that home like a well-trained marine.”

“He does and I can understand how Cory feels right now. Losing a parent is hard for anyone, regardless of their age or when it was. The kind of thing that will stay with him for a long time to come.”
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Chapter Twenty
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Adam called into his parents’ place before he left for the airport. His father sat at the table with a cup of coffee and the morning paper when Adam walked in looking better than he had in ages. He walked over to kiss his mother.

“Mom said you were only going for the day, Son.” His father folded up the paper and put it down in front of him.

“That’s the plan but I’m not sure what will happen so I want to be prepared just in case. If I’m not coming back tonight, I’ll give you a call. I need to speak to management and work out what the future holds for me.” He poured himself a coffee and leaned against the kitchen counter. “I’m hoping to be back for the gala in any event. Dakota and Mari have put so much work into it, I’d hate to miss it because I was too stubborn to deal with this earlier.”

“Praying that things go well, Son. Last thing I’d wish on either of my boys is a bad heart like mine.”

Adam walked over and rested a hand on his father’s shoulder. “I know that. Pretty sure things will be fine. If Ross can get a clean bill of health, then so can I. It’s my own fault I left it so long to deal with.” He squeezed gently, reinforcing his point. “Now I don’t want to hear about you stressing out. I’ll call as soon as I know but if you could keep it to yourselves, I’d appreciate it.”

“Of course, Adam. It’s your business. Now get a move on. Don’t want you missing your plane.”

On the way to the airport, he couldn’t resist seeing Dakota one more time. He walked in the back of the hotel, heard her curse and smiled to himself.

“Damn tree. Why did I ever think I could take this on?”

He ducked his head behind the curtain. “Because you’re awesome at what you do and I have faith in you, that’s why.”

She whirled around, a surprised grin on her face. Dakota threw herself into his arms, making him glad he’d made the effort to stop in. “I didn’t think I’d see you this morning.”

“Decided I couldn’t go without saying goodbye.”

A wash of pain rolled over her eyes. Poor choice of words.

“Sorry, that’s not how I meant it. I should have said, I couldn’t go without saying see you later and I’m really sorry I chose now to go and sort this out when I could have done it ages ago.” He pulled her tight against his chest. “I’m looking forward to our dance tomorrow night.”

Dakota leaned back and tilted her head. “What dance?”

Adam put an arm around her, linked fingers with one hand and started moving. “Remember when I showed you the Grange and you made me think about what it was like in its heyday when my parents were young, in love and still childless? I knew then that I wanted to dance with you and tomorrow night is our turn.”

“Adam Clement, you say the sweetest things.” She leaned into him again and together they danced out into the back foyer, lost in their own world.

A cough brought him back to the present. Adam looked up and gazed into the eyes of Mari, standing on the lower steps watching them. A box of holly was hitched onto her hip, one hand on the railing of the stairs. “Shouldn’t you two be decorating the tree and saving that for tomorrow?”

“She’s right. I really have to go, Dakota.” Putting off the inevitable wasn’t going to solve anything for either of them.

“I know you do.” Her voice hitched and she stepped out of his arms.

“I’ll see you later then.” He didn’t want to leave her, not like this.

“Good luck, Adam. I’m sure things will be fine.” Her blue eyes swam with tears and he hated to say goodbye. They were both torn and he wondered if it was for the same reason.

“Hoping for the best but ready for the worst.” He held her hands up to his chest. “Listen, I know I asked you to the gala but how about we meet here? I may get held up getting back and I’d hate for you to be late with so much going on.”

Her eyes closed and he mentally kicked himself. He didn’t want to let her down by not showing up but he had to be practical. Anything could happen and he might not get back. Adam didn’t know how things would go at the doctors and if he would even want to come back home if the news was bad. He couldn’t bear the thought of returning to tell her there was no chance for them because he would be reliant on drugs to stay alive. Not that he thought for one minute she would let that stop them. It would be too hard to walk away from Dakota when she’d become to mean so much to him.

“If you think that would be best.” It was clear she didn’t believe he would turn up.

“Save me the first dance, okay? You and me, together under the stars.” The thought of having her in his arms had kept him going as the tension grew and he took his leave.

“Okay.”

“I have to go.”
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“You’re stuck on him, aren’t you?” Mari stood watching as Adam strode out the back door leaving her little sister fighting tears.

Dakota sniffed, wiped her fingers under her eyes and sighed. “Yeah, very much so.”

“Do you think that’s wise, considering what he’s potentially facing?”

“Probably not but I don’t think it makes any difference. We love who we love and nothing can change that.” She jammed her hands in her jeans pockets and looked at Mari. “You fell in love with Rake. Would you have married him, had Noah if you knew what was wrong with him?”

Mari dropped the box of holly on the ground, pulled out a strand and started to weave it around the balustrade as she chose her words. “I ask myself that when I’m alone in bed at night. I wonder how things would have turned out if he hadn’t died. Would I be back in Cherry Lake and the answer is probably not. He refused to come home and see his parents after what they did to him.” She tied off the end and reached for another strand.

“I firmly believe that everything happens for a reason. I can’t help it, it’s the way I am.” Dakota stepped closer, leaned on the balustrade and watched her sister stringing the decorations.

“Me too. Karma and all that. Even the stuff I found hard to deal with when I was younger, you know about my drug addicted mother and Dad. The whole messy breakup and fallout. I know that happened how it should have. I mean, how else would I have you girls for sisters if she hadn’t gone off the rails and walked out on him? He never would have met your mother, never had you girls.”

“So none of that worries you, having a stepmother? Mom and Dad are kind of treading around the subject lightly, not sure if you’ll blow up over it. You did have a pretty crap life you know, compared to ours.”

“Sure but it wasn’t your fault nor the parents either. It was my mother’s fault, let’s be clear about that. She was the one with the addiction, the one who ruined her own life. Not anyone else. It is what it is and it helped shape me to the woman I am today and you know, I like what I see when I look in the mirror or do a little soul searching.” She unraveled more greenery, flicked it out straight and started threading it up the stairs.

“You’ve done well. Mom and Dad are so proud of you. I know they’d like to spend more time with Noah too but they’re a bit scared to overstep the boundaries.”

“Perhaps it’s time we sat down and had a chat about it because I hold no grudges with them. It was my mother who was the loose cannon and I hold her responsible, nobody else.”

“I’m sure they’d like that,” Dakota paused. “You may get that chance a little sooner than either of us anticipated. Mom surprised me with a phone call this morning. They want to stop by for a couple of days to check on me, see the cottage and hopefully you and Noah before they head out on a cruise. Maybe if we can show them that we’re all fine they can ease up on their guilt and their worry. Stop them being so over protective all the time.”

Mari paused, looked at Dakota and groaned. “Do you think that’s why they’re like that, because of me?”

Dakota shrugged her shoulders.

“Sorry. I didn’t think about that. Maybe if I’d turned to them for help earlier, they might have been happier but I couldn’t. I felt sick about the way I treated them but at the time I blamed Dad as well. Not realizing that it was Mom that had the bad habits. Rake was the one that made me see things as they were.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’m all good now and they understand I want to do things my way. But, since they’re going to be here for the gala tomorrow, you can chat all you want to them. Maybe encourage them to come here more often, spend time with Noah because I know they want to.” She turned back to her tree. “I really do have to get a move on. They’ll be here by lunch and I wanted to be finished well before then so the judges can have at it without me hovering over them.”

She looked at her watch. “Heck, its already 8:30.” Dakota walked back to the small ballroom and paused when Mari called out.

“Don’t let him break your heart, okay?”

Dakota smiled. Too late, big sister. Its already his to do what he wants with it.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Dakota spun around and looked at herself in the mirror. The dress was perfect, the pristine white feathers layered over the full skirt gave her a sense of enchantment, as if she was in her very own fairy tale, the magic swan. The only thing missing was her prince. Dakota gave a silent prayer that Adam was okay. She hadn’t heard a word since he’d left yesterday and the worry was getting to her. If he’d had bad news, would he tell her or would he walk away thinking they never stood a chance? She’d come up with reason after reason of why they would be good together regardless of bad news. Convincing him would be the hard thing but she was prepared to fight for him.

She focused on the dress again. The sweetheart neckline showed off the pearl necklace her mother had given her when they’d arrived this morning for the gala before leaving on a vacation. Pearls that had belonged to her grandmother. Emotions rose in her throat. Her mother had worn them on her wedding day and if tradition had followed the rule, Dakota would wear them on hers. But she was breaking with tradition. Tonight was the rebirth of the confident person she used to be. The woman who wouldn’t let anything stand in her way. It’d taken quite a while but now she was feeling as though she was back to being the best she could be. She was happy her parents were here to see her new-won confidence, and she hoped that by attending the gala with her tonight, seeing Mari shine as well, would go a long way toward alleviating their worry as well as bridging the gap between her parents and Mari.

A throaty laugh escaped her lips.

“Dakota, are you okay?” Her father’s voice brought her back to reality.

“Sure, Dad. Almost ready.” She turned from the mirror, couldn’t resist looking over her shoulder. The wings were sublime. What a brilliant idea to dress as a Christmas angel. She matched her tree perfectly. Noah would be thrilled to see what she’d done after he’d seen her tree and come up with the idea.

She slipped on her pearly white heels and walked out to the lounge room where her parents sat waiting. Her mother stood up, her hand going to her mouth.

“Oh, Dakota. Look at you.” Tears filled her eyes and threatened to roll down her cheeks but she pulled herself together. “I’m almost speechless, honey. You look amazing.”

“Thanks, Mom. I feel pretty fabulous.”

Her father held out his arms, a shaky smile on his lips. “My darling girl. Beautiful, what more can I say?” He kissed her cheek and stared into her eyes. “If that man can’t see what’s good for him, he doesn’t deserve you.”

Dakota swallowed. “He has to deal with his own demons first Dad. I can’t exactly throw myself at his feet, can I?”

“You shouldn’t have to, honey. He’ll see you and go to mush. I can see it now.” Her mother dabbed her eyes, careful not to mess up her makeup.

Dakota held her hand over her stomach. Butterflies fluttered in a mad rush to escape the tension in her belly. Adam hadn’t come home yet nor had he called. Dakota was worried sick and found it hard to keep her emotions in check but what choice did she have? “It’s time to go.”

“In my car, Dakota. Tonight I’m driving my favorite girls.” He helped her mother with her coat and carried Dakota’s wrap in his hand. “Let’s go, ladies.”

When they arrived at the hotel, they parked around the back and went through the back entrance, heading upstairs to see Noah and Mari. The balustrade dripped holly and pine cones wrapped with gold and red baubles, sprinkled with snowflakes. The smell of the forest seeped from the real greenery bundled into every nook and cranny. Spray on snow tipped the pine needles and Dakota felt a rush of Christmas cheer ripple through her body.

Dakota had barely knocked on the door when it was flung open and Noah stood there. “Did you do it?”

In answer, she did a slow turn and showed off her wings.

“Mom, come look at this.” Noah reached out and touched the copper creation that sat firmly on her back. “Wow, they’re so cool.”

“Oh my, Dakota, how incredible.” Mari walked out, clipping earrings on her earlobes and stopped gaping at her little sister. She shook her head. “How come I didn’t get the creative genes in this family?”

“Sweetheart, you got the right genes. All my girls are creative in their own way.” Her father leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “You look amazing. Doesn’t she Noelene?”

“Yes, she does. But both the girls do. You’ve done a beautiful job decorating the hotel, Mari. There’s something about the way you position everything that draws the eye exactly where you want it and if I’m right, Noah has the same creativity.” She stroked her grandson’s hair. “This is going to be such an exciting evening. I’m on tenderhooks waiting for the auction.”

“Mom, Dad, I want you to promise not to buy my tree.” Dakota held up her hand when her father started to protest. “I can deal with the critiques on my creation, I promise. I don’t have any problem with someone else winning tonight, although I’m dying to find out who. That’s not why I entered.”

“I know why you did.” Her father stepped over to her. “You did it to prove you can cope on your own, didn’t you?”

Dakota swallowed. “Yes, but you knew that’s why I moved here.” She glanced at her family in turn. “I know you all meant well but it was important to me and so is earning the respect of the town. That won’t happen if you go and buy my tree, Dad.”

“She’s right, honey.” Her mother spoke up, a wistful gleam in her eyes. “As much as it will have us all on tenderhooks, Dakota has the right to prove to us all that she is more than capable of running her own future.” She walked over and kissed her daughter, squeezed her hands. “I’ll do my best to control your father, but that hasn’t always worked so well in the past.”

“Thanks, Mom.” She stared at her elder sister. “That means you too. Do not bid on my tree or I’ll be very cross with you.”

“But I wanted it for the hotel. If I don’t bid on yours, that means I’ll have to make my own and I don’t have the time.”

“Excuses, excuses.”

Mari stood staring, waiting for Dakota to give in and tell her she could buy it but she refused.

“Right, this isn’t getting things moving. Let’s go down and see who’s arrived.” Mari brushed past them, held open the door to the flat and ushered them all out.

The large ballroom was a hive of activity with people milling around, chattering excitedly and trying to peek past the roped off Christmas tree section.

As soon as they descended the stairs, the questions started.

“When will we get to see the trees?”

“Who is doing the auction?”

“Can I get a sneak peek at the trees?”

Mari clapped her hands for attention. “Welcome to the Cherry Lake Christmas Tree Auction and Gala Ball. Just so everyone knows, here is a quick rundown on the evening.”

Dakota stood to one side with her parents and marveled at how well Mari had everything organized.

“We start with drinks and greetings. When our esteemed mayor arrives, she will have a few words to say before we display the trees. Dinner will commence at 8:30 with dancing to follow until 10:30 when the winner of the competition will be announced.” She paused as a cheer rolled round the room. “Then we will have the auction. Be warned, people of Cherry Lake. The trees are stunning and you will have to fight to own one.” Mari smiled and waited for a hush to descend on the room.

“Right now I want you all to enjoy yourselves and remember that this is for the Grange, for our children’s future and for the Cherry Lake community. Have a great time and make the most of what’s promising to be a fabulous night.”

Applause greeted the end of her speech. Her father moved to stand beside her. “You know, Mari, your talent is right here. Organizing people and events, that takes skill. I’m proud of you, sweetheart.”

“Thanks, Dad.” She blushed and reached for his hand. “I’m glad you and Noelene are here.”

“Me too.”

Noelene reached for her other hand. “Go and do what you have to and leave Noah to me and your father.”

Mari looked into her stepmother’s eyes and for a moment Dakota thought she saw a shimmer of tears. “Thanks.” Then she hurried away through the crowd toward the bar where she set about organizing staff and any little problems that might have cropped up.

“I’m so proud of how she’s coping. Taking on this hotel was a huge task for her, along with raising this young man.” Noelene dabbed at her eyes.

“You could always spend more time down here, you know.” Dakota surprised herself as the words popped out of her mouth but found she really did mean it. Now it felt like she had found her footing in Cherry Lake, she no longer feared the thought of her parents wrapping her in cotton wool. She could deal with whatever they threw at her.

Her father coughed and shared a glance with her mother. “We might just do that.”

“Can you, Grandad, really?” Noah clapped his hands. “It’d be cool if you stayed here often. Mom said you might if I asked you using my best manners.”

Dakota smiled at the shock on her parents’ faces. They’d been so worried for far too long that Mari would blame them for the way her childhood had turned out. She already knew the true story but it seemed like the parents worried for nothing.

“Um, you know what, Noah? I don’t see any good reason not to spend more time here. We’re retired, we can do what we like.” He tucked his arm around his grandson’s shoulders. “Let’s go and get a drink of punch. This calls for a celebration.”

Dakota scanned the crowd looking for Adam. “You guys go ahead. I have to say hello to a few people and give my tree one final check.”

“Don’t stress over it, Dakota. I’m sure it looks beautiful, besides the judges have already made their decision.” Her mom buzzed her cheek and followed her father and Noah.

“Oh my goodness. Look at you.” Dakota turned as Cory, Jake and Woodsie walked into the ballroom, dressed in their finery. “Our own Christmas angel.” Cory bumped fists with her and she accepted a hug from his grandfather. Jake stood watching her, a look in his eyes she couldn’t decipher.

“Thanks. It was Noah’s idea and I thought, why not?” She smiled with Jake, then looked over his shoulder when more people walked in.

“Adam back yet?” Jake looked concerned and she brushed it off, not willing to give into her deepest fears yet.

“No. He said he might be late depending on flights.” Dakota pushed down the anxiety clawing up her throat. “It’ll be fine, I’m sure.”

Jake took her arm, gave her a brief hug. “If you need to talk to anyone, I’m here, okay?”

Did he know something she didn’t? Worry started to chew at her heels. She didn’t want to miss out on that dance with Adam. Not because she would be short on dance partners but because if he didn’t make it back tonight, she would worry herself sick until she saw him. “Thanks. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

“Make sure you save this old man a dance, Dakota.” Woodsie gave her his trademark wink.

“I will, promise.” She ducked away behind the curtain, panic rattling her nerves and took a couple of deep breaths. Her tree sat quiet and still as if waiting for the chance to bloom. In her purse, tucked away for the right moment was the remote control for the lights she had promised to trial. The smell of fresh pine needles went a small way to soothing her nerves. She could do this. Put on a brave face and accept what happened tonight even if it killed her.

If Adam made it back tonight and his health was good, she would be over the moon, because they would have a chance for a relationship. If things weren’t as they both hoped, Dakota would offer her love regardless. She’d take him as she found him. Love didn’t come with guarantees. His parents had found that out. So had her sister and she at least had Noah to remind her daily of the man who she’d lost. A short intense love was better than no love at all.

The curtain whipped aside. “What are you doing hiding in here?” Rach stepped in, a frown on her face.

“I’m not hiding.”

“Yeah, you are. Funny enough, we might have only known each other for a short time but I can read you like a book, Dakota. You’re stressing over Adam, aren’t you?”

She hung her head and brought her hands to her face. “Gosh, I’m truly pathetic. If you can figure that out, I guess everyone else can too.”

“I doubt everyone else has my incredible powers of observation and you’re not pathetic. He’s a good guy and I’m sure everything will be fine. Adam wouldn’t let you down if he could help it. He’s not the type.” Rach wrapped an arm around Dakota’s shoulders and stood looking at the tree. “I’m a little scared to ask what’s going on here. I mean, the angels are gorgeous and all but I sense something else is about to happen to make this tree stand out from the rest.” She groaned. “I have no hope, no hope, I tell you.”

A laugh chortled up Dakota’s throat. She couldn’t help it and half suspected that was the idea. “You are such a tease. Your tree will be beautiful. I know it will.”

Rach pulled at the curtain between their sections, showing off her finished entry. “Look. That is an awful mess compared to your rather sedate creation.”

Dakota sucked in a breath. Rachel’s tree was a mass of red and varying shades of gold that reeked sophistication and style. Tiny lights poked their tips out between fake fairy soft snowflakes, layered over gold reindeer in different poses. It reminded her of a photo shoot from a Home Beautiful Christmas special magazine. Opulent, inviting and picture perfect in every detail. “Oh my goodness. That is one stunning tree. I think you have the winner without a doubt.”

A twitch of Rachel’s lips indicated her pleasure. “Not bad but certainly not that unique like yours.”

“You have me there but unique isn’t always the be all and end all.” And if the lights failed to perform, unique could be very bad. “I’m fully prepared to have an epic fail because I am trying something new and exciting for a friend.”

“This gets more interesting every minute.” Rach closed the curtain between their trees. “Come on out and enjoy yourself and have faith in Adam. I intend to have a drink or two to take away the edge. Tonight I want to let my hair down. You should follow suit.”

“Everything alright?” A slight bitterness had tinged Rachel’s words and Dakota wanted to soothe away the pain.

“Sure. Nothing a drink won’t fix. Come on.” She grabbed Dakota’s arm and dragged her out to join the swelling crowd of locals all dressed up in their finery. “Your sister sure knows how to put on a good show, doesn’t she? The hotel is looking fabulous. Never seen so many locals out in one place before.”

“That she does. You should have seen her shop in L.A. I really can’t believe she left it all behind to move here but she insisted it would be better to raise Noah in a smaller community.”

“But if she didn’t come here, would you have?” Rach took a glass of bubbly from a passing waiter, handed it to Dakota and took another one for herself.

“Nope.” She sipped and sighed in bliss when the bubbles danced over her tongue.

“We have a lot to be grateful for then. Cherry Lake is a lovely place for children to grow up. Might be a bit short on available men but that’s all I can complain about.” Rach swallowed half the glass before giving Dakota a grimace. “Sorry, ignore me. I’m feeling a little unloved at the moment. I feel as though I’m ready for love and risk becoming a spinster. Perhaps I should start collecting stray cats and become the crazy cat lady.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

“Why would you? It’s not like I’m going to publicize the lack of suitable dates. I had high hopes when Adam brought the guys in for the soccer workshop that I’d catch the eye of one of them but that didn’t happen.” She surveyed the crowd. “Most of the eligible guys here are too old, or tied to their work and don’t see me. I might have to put an ad in the paper or dance naked down the main street.”

Dakota burst out laughing. “No way! There has to be someone suitable here.”

Rach took another swig of her bubbly. “I’m pulling your leg. You were far too somber a moment ago. Besides, cats are the better idea I think.”

“Sneaky devil.” She hugged her friend. “Thanks for cheering me up. I really needed it.”

“Great. Now let me win the competition and we can call it even. If you can manage to find me a date though, I won’t complain.”

“Deal.” How on earth could she sway the judges at this late stage?
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“Are you sure this is the only way to go forward, Adam?” The team manager faced him across the desk.

“I wish there was an alternative but I don’t see I have any choice.”

Pete leaned over his desk, his face a mass of sadness. “You know we’re going to miss you, right?”

“I’ve loved every minute of playing for the team, you know that. I firmly believe some things happen for a reason and I feel that the best thing for me moving forward is to retire now while I’m still capable of having a good life.” He looked at the trophies in the cabinets, trophies he’d helped to win. “I want to be able to give back, make someone else’s life as thrilling as mine has been. There’re a lot of kids out there with more talent than I ever had who normally wouldn’t get a second glance. They need someone to point them in the right direction and I hope I can be a part of that.”

“You mean like set up a training program to push school kids forward into the sport?”

“Yes. I talked it over with Buzz when he came out to Cherry Lake. The talent coming through is amazing but you know how hard it is to be picked up by the scouts. They have to be talked into coming out to your area and kids that live in country areas don’t get much of a chance compared with the big city colleges. I want to change that.”

Pete leaned back in his chair, picked up a pen and tapped it on his desk. “Hmm, and do you think we should be involved in this project somehow?”

“I’d love it. Other clubs have development squads.”

Pete pounced. “But not fifteen-year-old kids.” He leaned back again, rocked his chair which meant he was thinking.

“Perhaps that should change.” Adam looked at his watch. “I have to go, plane to catch but I’ll keep in touch.” He stood, held his hand over the desk. “You have a great Christmas and I’ll be in contact in the new year.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Mari stood on the temporary stage in front of the small ballroom doors. They’d been pulled open but the curtains still hid the trees from view but that didn’t stop the crowd from craning their necks to get a better look.

“First of all, I want to thank you all for coming tonight. It’s a great turnout and if I didn’t know better, I’d say the whole town is here.” A deafening roar of applause drowned her out. She waited for silence, a smile of pleasure on her face. “Without further ado, I’d like to invite our esteemed mayor up to announce the winner of the great Cherry Lake Christmas Tree Gala Auction. Clover, over to you.” Mari held out the microphone to Clover and stood down from the stage.

“Thank you, Mari. Firstly, I’d like to say thank you. You’ve done an incredible job getting this all organized so fast and so beautifully.” Wolf whistles drowned out the applause. “Now, I’d like to invite the fabulous tree decorators to draw the curtains and show us what they’ve got.”

Butterflies now beating their wings up her throat, Dakota slipped her hand through Rachel’s and together they walked over to their trees. “One, two, three.” With a flourish, they pulled back the curtains, displaying their works of art to the public.

“Dakota. Psst, Dakota.” Mari caught her attention. “Lights, love.”

“Oh.” Dakota blushed, she’d forgotten to hit the display button that would set her angels alight. She fumbled in her purse, pulled out the remote control and hit the switch.

Gasps of delight came from the people watching as her ornaments came alive with their own inner light stream. Her angels looked ready for flight and a sense of relief welled in her throat, damping down the butterflies.

“Houston, I think we have a problem.” Rach nudged her and Dakota looked up at her tree topper. It remained dark.

Dakota hit the switch again, pointed it at the tree topper and jammed her finger on the button. Nothing happened. Her stomach plummeted and the collective sighs of disappointment only made it worse for her.

“Honey, can I do anything?” Her father stepped over to her, his hand out for the controls.

“Oh, Dad. It’s not working. I spent so much time making her and she’s a failure.”

He pressed the switch, turned the controls over, flicked open the battery casing. He rolled them around, pushed the button again before agreeing with her. “I’m so sorry, love. You seem to have a major problem and I don’t know how to fix it.” He hugged her.

Dakota shrugged her shoulders. “Oh well, can’t do anything about it I guess.” She turned to the crowd. “Sorry to let you down, folks. The topper is a no go.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Dakota, and it’s such an amazing decoration too. Let’s get underway with the announcements, shall we?” Clover held up three gold envelopes. “I have three place getters here. The auction will be later in the evening once everyone has eaten dessert and is in a more relaxed mood. We want you to make sure your bids are very generous and what better way than after the delicious sweets that are on offer tonight?” A snigger of appreciation wavered over the crowd.

“Third place tonight goes to...” she slipped her finger under the tab of the envelope and pulled out a card. “Third place goes to Daniel and Lila Dixon. Congratulations.”

“Second place goes to,” Clover repeated the process of opening the envelope, drawing out the anticipation. “Second place goes to, Dakota Moore. Congratulations Dakota.”

“Really? I don’t deserve it.” She fluttered her hands in front of her and pointed to her failed tree topper.

Her father gave her a nudge. “Honey, after all the work that went into that tree, you deserve it and more. Your angels are a hit even if the big girl failed to perform on the night.” He rubbed his chin, stared at the dark topper. “Hmm, I want to take her off and figure out what’s going on. Gotta be something simple.”

“Thanks, Dad.” She accepted the applause and the card Clover handed to her before walking back to stand with her family wishing Adam were here to help her get over the disappointment.

“And, now folks, the winner of the first annual Christmas tree auction is...drum roll please. Rachel Smyth. Huge congratulations, Rachel. Superb job.”

Cameras flashed as Rachel posed for photos in front of her winning tree.

“She deserves it. It’s a brilliant job, so classy looking too.” Dakota clapped loud for her friend.

“Right, excuse me please. I must make sure that the staff are on point for the rest of the dinner service. Keep an eye on Noah for me please, Dad.” Mari wiggled her fingers and disappeared to get the next part of the evening underway.
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The captain’s voice came over the speaker. “Folks, if we don’t get the okay to land this time around, I’m afraid we’ll be heading back to Seattle. The weather has turned for the worst and we’re in a rotating order with another plane for landing. It’s not looking good.” A collective groan filled the cabin and Adam wondered what else could go wrong today. He closed his eyes and sent up a silent prayer.

Fifteen minutes later he bounded down the steps of the plane and ran through the airport, headed for the carpark and his car. Adam threw his bag on the seat and grabbed his phone. Dakota didn’t pick up and he cursed. It would be a slow drive back to Cherry Lake and it looked as though he was going to miss the auction because of the delays. He slammed his palm on the steering wheel, waited for a break in the traffic exiting the airport and fed into the line of flickering lights heading off through the bleak night.

Adam pulled into his driveway, threw the car into park and ran for the back door. He’d already set his clothes out for the evening and changed faster than he’d ever done before. With his tie in his hand, he ran back to the car, glanced up at the eerie sky as he slid into the seat and slammed the door.

The auction would almost be over by now. His phone pinged with a message and he paused to read it, smiled and thumbed the keys, as he sent a reply. More relaxed now, he put the car into drive and made his way into town.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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Adam walked around the back of the hotel and saw her standing on her own. Her face was up toward the sky and she shivered, her bare shoulders trembling with the cold. Adam sent the next message and strode up the path, just as the lights lit up the courtyard like a million stars.

She blinked then turned as his footsteps sounded on the cobblestones. “Adam!” Dakota threw herself into his arms, small hiccup sobs rising in her throat.

“I made it at last. Sorry I’m so late.” The familiar smell of her perfume calmed his nerves. He didn’t realize just how much he’d missed her until she was in his arms.

Dakota lifted her face and placed a chaste kiss on his lips. “Welcome home.”

“I think we can do better than that, don’t you?” Hopefully he hadn’t left it too late to let her know how much he cared for her.

“Maybe. How did you do?” Uncertainty shone in her eyes.

“I’m fine. A minor scarring issue on an artery that can be fixed after Christmas but nothing life threatening. I don’t have the disease my father does. I’m here to stay, Dakota. If you’ll have me.”

Her lips formed a circle and her eyes widened. “Home? For good?”

His hands slid down to circle her waist. “Yes. I resigned my spot on the team. Almost missed my flight back but it was something I had to do face-to-face with my management. I wanted to come home to you with no ties. And then the flight was delayed.”

“Seriously?”

“Serious. It was time for me to re-evaluate my life and I don’t want to risk losing you by playing another season.”

“Really? You gave up your career for me?” White teeth latched onto her bottom lip.

“Honestly? Not entirely. I gave up for me too. You see, I’m at the point where another injury would be career ending anyway. Last thing I want is to spend the rest of my days in pain because I wanted to chase glory one last time. Instead I’ll take a job in broadcasting, which will mean I’m only away a couple of days a week during soccer season. Do you think you can deal with that?”

“I think I can work with that.”

“I’ve had a brilliant career so far. Not worth risking anymore damage and besides, you’re here. I knew I needed to be where you were.”

“You’re the sweetest man.” Dakota rested her cheek against his chest, finally letting her nerves dissipate. At least one thing had worked out well and it was the most important.

“I’m sorry if I’ve missed the auction. How did it go?”

Dakota laughed. “Rach won the competition. She’s over the moon.”

“That’s great, she worked so hard.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I’m sorry you didn’t take out first prize.”

“It doesn’t matter. The mayor still has to auction off my tree though so you haven’t missed everything. Poor Clover was getting a little bit hoarse after the fifth tree. The competition was pretty fierce for Rach’s tree and she decided if she didn’t take a break, have a drink before continuing, she’d suffer for weeks.” She ran a finger over his bottom lip and smiled when the fire burned in his eyes. “Just as well because the topper I spent days on making failed to light up. I think it’s ruined the entire display and I don’t expect it to raise much money now. But I can’t let that worry me. We’ve raised a heap of money for the Grange repairs already. I have what is the most important thing to me right here.”

Adam lowered his head, placed his hands either side of her cheeks and kissed her lips. Softly at first, then with more intensity.

Dakota lost herself, leaning into him. So intent on the magical moment in the arms of the man she loved, even the cool breeze on her bare shoulders didn’t make an impression.

“Dakota, Dakota.” Noah ran out and grabbed at her hand. “Come quick.”

She pulled away from Adam, dazed with passion and glanced at her nephew wishing they hadn’t been interrupted. “Why, what’s wrong?”

He bounced around her, clapping his hands in glee. “Your angel. She’s working now.”

Adam held out his hand. “Do you think we should go inside?”

“I’m rather liking it out here with you, to tell the truth.”

“Dakota, your tree, come see.” Noah tugged at her other hand. “Come on!”

“We’d better go and see what’s happening before this young man gets angry with you. You owe me a dance out here under the stars later then.” Adam took her hand and led her inside.

Her tree lit up the room, its golden light stunning in its purity. The angels hung around the branches as if they were waiting to take flight in a mass of wings but the largest angel of them all was the show stopper. Perched on top of the tree, she stood with her wings held wide over her head. Their tips touched at the top giving the effect of her sheltering the angels below. Her feathers dripped golden light that rained down over her charges, the beams bouncing off the dark wooden floor like scattering droplets of molten liquid light.

“Oh my goodness. That looks so pretty.” Dakota teared up, almost lost for words.

“Didn’t you know what it was going to look like?” Adam stood behind her with his arms around her shoulders, holding her close as everyone oohed and aahed at her tree.

“No. I didn’t have time to test it out because the filaments came so late. I did it all on faith. I must have done something wrong with her to start with.”

“And that faith has been rewarded. This is a stunning display, Dakota.”

Clover walked over to the stage and tapped her microphone to get everyone’s attention. “Right, folks. Time for the last tree to be auctioned and I’m pleased to say that although a late starter, it looks fantastic. This is the last chance you’ll get to own something amazing so I don’t expect you all to sit on your wallets. Be generous. It’s for a good cause. Who wants to start me off with a bid?” Clover looked at the crowd, her voice still raspy.

“Five thousand dollars.” Adam held up his hand until she acknowledged his bid.

Dakota gasped. “Adam, you can’t.”

He sighed, his breath warm against her throat, sending shivers down her spine. “Give me a good reason why not.”

“Because, well because...I don’t know.” It was hard to think with him so close.

His laugh was joined by others. Woodsie shook his head, raised his glass to her. “Now you sit back and shush, young woman. Let everyone show their appreciation just how they please.”

“But I don’t want you all spending so much money. Not on my tree.” How could she tell him it was the embarrassment of being in the spotlight more than anything?

“It’s all for a good cause which you gladly put your hand up for. Why shouldn’t we show as much gratitude as you did?” Others agreed with Woodsie and she had no choice but to give in gracefully.

“Fine then.” She slumped against him and Adam held her close.
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“Let’s continue shall we, if you’ve all had your say?” Clover held her hand up for silence. “Do I have any further bids?”

“Six thousand.” A rich voice from the back rose over the crowd and Dakota strained to see who it belonged to.

Adam held up his hand again, a smile twitching the corners of his mouth. Game on! “Ten thousand.”

He gave Dakota a gentle squeeze when she opened her mouth to protest. She shut it again, pressed her lips firm to hold her tongue.

“Fifteen thousand.”

A collective gasp sounded from the crowd and Adam felt the shiver that went over Dakota’s skin which made him hold her tighter. Last thing he wanted was her fainting or protesting any more than she already had. Things were getting interesting and he was enjoying himself.

“Twenty thousand.” Adam was determined to have her tree.

“Thirty thousand if I can have a date with the pretty lady in the red dress.” The crowd glanced around looking from the bidder to the owner of the red dress. Rach gave a nervous laugh when she noticed she was the only one and looked to the back of the room.

“Buzz, I’m going to let you have that one. Congratulations, dear friend.”

“Buzz is here and bought my tree?” Dakota swiveled her head between Adam and where Buzz stood at the back of the room.

“Yep. His mom loved your decorations so much he decided he needed to make sure he got her some more. Plus, he had some unfinished business he wanted to attend to. I didn’t think he was going to make it. He caught the flight after me and we had trouble landing because of the weather.”

“Rach. He wants to take her out? There would be much easier and cheaper ways of doing that, surely?” The lady in question stood with Buzz holding her hand beside the tree, her cheeks almost as red as her dress.

“Nothing if not a stylish man. Makes up for his shyness with the ladies.”

Dakota watched the couple together. “He doesn’t look shy.”

“Believe me, he is. Puts on a brave face and if it includes soccer, he’s good. Struggles one on one with the ladies though. Always has.”

“That’s so sweet.” She shared a gaze with Rach who still looked stunned.

Adam leaned down and whispered in her ear, “I think you and I should slip out and have that dance now, what do you say?”

With a giggle, Dakota gripped his hand and pushed her way out through the crowd to the courtyard. She turned into his arms and started to move.

“I seem to remember doing this once before with you.” Adam rested his cheek against hers and contentment filled his heart.

“Who would have imagined we’d be doing it again? Fate has been kind to us, Adam.”

Snowflakes fell and landed on her hair, then a sprinkle on her shoulders. Dakota held her face to the sky. “This is magical.” She poked her tongue out too and lapped up the tiny bits of snow as they landed.

“It hardly ever snows in Cherry Lake.” He poked his tongue out and caught a flake before laughing. “You must be good luck, Dakota.” Soon a fine dusting of powder lay over the cobblestones and the two of them had sprinkles in their hair.

“It truly is a magical Christmas, Adam. All glittery and perfect with you by my side. What more could a girl ask for?”

The End
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