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        Winnipeg, Manitoba

      

      

      Three Creek Ranch could never look like this.

      Poppy James smiled as her little ballerinas tiptoed toward her, hands upraised, smiles broad, their pink tutus quivering as they sought to stay on their toes. “Now hold.” She held her fingers up: one, two, three, four, five, then closed them in a fist, the cue to drop and move into their next position, just in time with the next bar of the music from The Nutcracker.

      This, their second last rehearsal before the summer showcase of the Donovan Dance Studio, was all about fine-tuning those little details that would help make their concert sing. Not that there was literal singing; this was an all dancing concert. All the different kinds of dance their studio offered would be on display—ballet, tap, jazz, ballroom and more. And since her friend and founder of the studio Bailey Donovan’s stint on Dance Off Canada had won her millions of fans—and the heart of her dance partner, Luc Blanchard—the studio had to put on a good show. People expected it. The parents wanted to see their little angels succeed, which meant many late hours sewing costumes and painting sets so their performance could be spectacular. Even some of Luc’s hockey-playing teammates had rolled up their sleeves to help. Which was great, even if some of the single dudes had seemed a little too eager to chat with Poppy.

      Please. Bailey and Luc might be perfectly happily married, but Poppy didn’t need some man clogging up her life. She had enough to do as it was, running classes here in the Winnipeg studio, rehearsing for her own performance. She certainly didn’t need a man who would only lie to her and say things that would make her do things she’d regret. Like he had—

      “Miss Poppy.” One of the sweet girls raised her hand. “Why are you angry with us?”

      “Angry? Sweetheart, I’m not angry.”

      “Your face is angry.”

      Oh. She consciously relaxed her facial muscles. Smiled. “I’m so sorry. Is that better?”

      The little blonde nodded.

      Regret shafted through her. She was usually much better at keeping focused. She forced herself to pay attention, trapping thoughts that might lead her astray. “Right, well, Miss Poppy is very happy with you all. You all look very beautiful.” Her smile grew warmer as she glanced at Maybelle, the little girl with Down’s Syndrome who had a modified program. No way did Poppy or Bailey want anyone to feel excluded from participation, just because she might not fit the typical ballet aesthetic.

      When she and Bailey had first opened the studio six years ago, they had agreed to keep the prices low to allow all kinds of people to participate. Dance could be expensive, with all the shoes and apparel and costumes to buy on top of the lessons. Keeping costs down allowed for more to attend. Sure, they might not have the elite status of some of the other ballet schools in the city, but as Jesus followers, she and Bailey were conscious that just as Jesus accepted all kinds of people, so they and their studio should too.

      And she strived to do so. Except for one particular person who had said one thing then proved to be quite another and—

      Stop! She refocused with effort. “Now, let’s take it from the top. Are we ready?”

      She drew the little girls into line, tapped her phone, and the Tchaikovsky piece began again.

      “Oh, they’re so darling!” one of the grandmothers gushed after the class had concluded. “It’s going to be a wonderful night.”

      “That’s the goal.”

      “I’ve invited all our family members.”

      “Oh!” Oh dear. “That’s great. We might need to see if we can get a bigger venue for next year, because I’m fairly sure we’re at capacity already.” And while spreading the word was awesome, if people wanted to come but couldn’t get a seat then they’d have a problem. Clearly Bailey had underestimated the power of her public profile as a fan favorite on Dance Off and wife of the Winnipeg NHL team’s captain.

      “Oh, but can you squeeze in a couple more? Pretty please?”

      “I’ll look over the ticket sales tonight and let you know.”

      “Oh, thank you. That would be wonderful.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Her cheeks relaxed as the last of the little girls and their carers left, releasing her to a solid few minutes to practice for her own solo. When Bailey had said that due to popular demand she and Luc would reprise a few dance moves from their time on the show, Poppy had realized this was a chance for her to show her own stuff, too.

      A second chance for this dancer to prove she should be considered by Winnipeg’s leading dance company to dance for them, and thus finally live her dream of dancing across the stages of the world.

      Bailey had once done that—dancing in England and Europe. And Poppy had long yearned for the chance to live a bigger life than what she’d always known. She saw her siblings living out their dreams and wished she could do the same: travel the world, taste and see the new experiences offered by living overseas. She could do this. At twenty-five she wasn’t too old, even though she’d be up against younger dancers. But still, she believed that God could open the right doors at the right time, so if He wanted her to do this then He could open the right ones. And the fact that Marcel Mouseaux had agreed to come to watch her had to mean that God wanted this door opened. Marcel wouldn’t have agreed to come otherwise.

      So she practiced her grand jetes and arabesques, spinning around in that classic move everyone associated with a music box—one leg outstretched, arms up. She’d be wearing a white tutu and pointe shoes, and provided she could nail the jump, she’d be showing Marcel exactly why she’d fit in his dance company.

      She completed the jump—yes!—and concluded the movement, relief filling her.

      Applause came from the studio door where Bailey stood with a grin. “You’re looking good, Poppy.”

      “I’m feeling good. I just hope I can nail that on Saturday night.”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      God bless Bailey. She’d been nothing but a rock of support ever since Poppy had first broached the idea of auditioning for Marcel, saying it was time for Poppy to live out her dreams, and not just feel like she was obliged to support Bailey’s own. And while starting the dance studio had been a shared dream, it was far more Bailey’s vision than Poppy’s. Over the past few years she’d stepped in and out then back in as the studio’s finances and needs allowed, and Bailey had said if Poppy didn’t get into Marcel’s troupe, then she’d always be welcome to teach here. But whether she wanted to continue to do that, she didn’t know anymore. Poppy loved her kids, but had always had the desire to do more, be more, rather than be the youngest in a family of high achievers and always feel like the least talented one.

      Panic rose. What would she do if she didn’t get in? Teach for the rest of her life in someone else’s studio? Something else? How could she ever feel seen for herself, and not just for being the sister or friend of someone more famous?

      “Poppy, God’s got you, remember?” Bailey said gently.

      She nodded, sucked in a breath and pushed the panic down. A little, anyway. While it might technically be true that God had her, there were things she’d done that meant she could never have the same level of naïve confidence that Bailey owned. Sure, Bailey’s own life hadn’t been filled with only roses and sunshine, but that had been more about circumstances that happened to her, not situations she’d deliberately gone into with her eyes open.

      So while she hoped that God would be kind, she wasn’t exactly living with rock-solid assurance. Because she knew the day would come when there would be a reckoning for her sins. She just hoped that wasn’t this Saturday.

      

      Saturday

      So far so good.

      Poppy silently applauded as the little girls trooped off backstage, their faces lit in grins as wide as their pink tutus. She high-fived them. “You were awesome! Well done. So beautiful!”

      “You look beautiful!” Emmeline whispered.

      “Aww, thanks sweetie.”

      She checked that no stray hairs had escaped the crop-duster-worthy amounts of hairspray lacquered on her head. She needed to look perfect, perform flawlessly, and maybe Marcel would agree to take her on. She’d seen that he’d arrived during the intermission—a busy man like him did not have time for watching all kinds of amateurs. But there was nothing like a live performance to really get the juices flowing.

      As Bailey introduced the next performance, giving Poppy a nice little spiel designed to reinforce to Marcel that Poppy was the real deal, she moved into position on center stage and closed her eyes.

      “God is with you,” she reminded herself. What happened in the next five minutes was up to Him. She’d trained her heart and body out; what Marcel saw next would be a yay or nay to her future dreams. And she would have to trust God, regardless.

      Bailey finished speaking, applause filled the room as the curtain slowly lifted. She glanced at where her mom sat in the front row, Marcel in the center aisle seat just behind. Then—she blinked. Surely not. What was he doing here?

      Trepidation filled her, and she almost missed the cue as the opening bars of the Swan Lake recording drifted through the loudspeakers. No. Focus. But why was he here? Refocus.

      Her arms moved into position and she began the movements, up en pointe. Normally performed as a pas de deux, she and Bailey had modified the piece to suit her, knowing the famous piece of music would be enough for people to resonate with it and enjoy. She’d wondered about whether to do the Dying Swan scene, but while that scene required so much control up on her toes nearly the whole time, this modified piece allowed a greater range of movement.

      She moved into the first arabesque, then a pirouette, followed by a leap.

      Normally she would blur the faces of the audience, but Marcel was there. And so was—

      No! Think about what you have to do!

      She regained focus, spinning her way into the trickier part of her program. Spin, another spin, then land the jump and you’ll be golden.

      She moved into position for the setup, her gaze flicking out to the audience. Marcel was watching intently, so she made every movement of her fingers count. She had to sell the idea of loss, of longing, or regret. Something she knew all too well, thanks to the man who sat behind Marcel, arms crossed, eyes focused on her. Why had he come?

      Stop it! She moved into position, gathering speed, then spun into position, propelling herself up en pointe. This was her opportunity, her moment to shine. She caught a glimpse of stage lights, faces, a sneer. She missed her cue. Her stomach tensed. And braced with her arms, before the shock of the awkward landing absorbed the snap of her leg as she fell.
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      Red Deer, Alberta

      Monday

      “Jake, I know you probably have a fairly good idea about what I’ve asked you in here for today.”

      Hope lit Jakob Guillemette’s heart as he shot Mr. Cuttrey, the founder and CEO of Cuttrey Engineering Industries, an awkward smile. “I wasn’t sure, but I am hoping.”

      “Jake, congratulations. You’ve got the job.”

      “Really?”

      Dave Cuttrey nodded. “You were the best candidate, and the one who has proved himself over time. So congratulations on your promotion.”

      “Wow.” Fireworks lit his chest. Promotion? Heading up the new factory site in Canmore wasn’t a mere promotion. It was the opportunity of a lifetime. “Sir, I really appreciate your faith in me.”

      “Well, I like to give people who have served me faithfully opportunities when I can. And over the past ten years you’ve proved yourself as somebody I can trust. You’re honest, you’re smart, you take initiative—within reason. All qualities I need for someone to take this role.”

      All qualities he’d once been accused of as lacking. His heart pinged with age-old regret, and he had to force a smile as Dave continued.

      “We had candidates apply from outside the company, but I prefer to go with someone I know and trust, so you were the obvious choice.”

      “Thank you sir. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you trusting me with this project.”

      “Now it will be a lot of extra hours, but I know you can manage.”

      He nodded. “Absolutely.” With no wife or girlfriend to consider he had hours of spare time, so he’d put in extra hours until his eyes bled. “Whatever you want sir, I’m happy to oblige.”

      “I know.” He stretched out a hand. “How about we go and make this official over lunch? Does Giorgio’s sound good?”

      Red Deer’s best Italian restaurant? “Sounds great.”
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        * * *

      

      Later, as he drove to his parents—he knew Mom would want to see him when he told her the news—he mulled over the words, and that discomfiting twinge he’d felt. Huh. God must have done a few things in his life if others could now see what she sure hadn’t three years ago. He wished she could see him now. Seemed like God was in the miracle-working business after all.

      He turned into the driveway of his mom and dad’s small acreage, noting his brother Ryan’s car parked as well. See, God really was in the business of doing unexpected things, considering the woman Ryan had married. Gothic-loving Sylvie, broken as all get-out, had somehow turned out to be a rock star of a wife. Ryan had never been happier. And now she was pregnant, it was like Mom thought the sun poured out of her. Everything was “Sylvie this” or “Ryan that.” Well, maybe for once he wouldn’t be the second-rate brother, even if he was first born.

      He went inside, kissed Sylvie on the cheek, thumped Ryan on the back, then clasped his mom in a hug.

      “What’s this for?” she squeaked, pulling back with a laugh.

      He grinned as her eyes rounded.

      “You got it?”

      “I got it.”

      “Oh my goodness! Praise the Lord!”

      He laughed as she flung herself at him, nodding to his brother who looked puzzled. Ryan and Sylvie lived in Edmonton, and as Ryan’s team were still licking their wounds after their playoff exit, they’d decided to head south and say hi. So the fact that Jake for once had something exciting to share felt like poetic justice for all the times he’d had to grin and bear Ryan’s exciting news. Like getting scouted for the NHL. Drafted in the second round. Like watching from the sidelines as his younger brother played with top-tier guys like McHale and he was forced to swallow envy. Like his brother’s pay—twenty times his and counting.

      Even the fact Ryan had met someone who made him light up in a way Jake had never known—apart from that stupid ill-advised fling three years ago—drew envy. Sylvie was definitely not his type—he’d always preferred petite blondes, especially those with striking blue-green eyes—although Jake had always appreciated a healthy dose of snark. But it seemed like Ryan was winning in life again while he was left thumbs-upping from the sidelines. And he hated this envy, slithering around in his heart and gut, whispering while he tried to sleep. It was easier when Ryan wasn’t around. Everything was. Like getting his mom to notice him, instead of fixating on Ryan or Sylvie or their soon-to-be-born baby.

      “So what’s the news?” Ryan asked.

      “Don’t you remember?” Mom beamed. “He got the job.”

      “What job?”

      Typical. “You’re looking at the new manager of the Cuttrey Industries factory in Canmore.”

      “Canmore?” Ryan blinked. “You’re moving?”

      “Well, yeah. You can’t exactly run a factory when you live two and half hours away.”

      “Wow. Well, good for you!”

      “Congratulations, Jake,” Sylvie added. “I’m really pleased for you.”

      “Thanks.” Satisfaction steamed through him. “Hey, we should celebrate.”

      His mom beamed. “Absolutely!”

      He pushed back his shoulders. He’d finally proved himself. For once, he’d actually outshone his brother and got something right.

      

      Later that night at Red Deer’s top steakhouse—eating too much the way he had today and he’d end up looking like his dad—he’d chit-chatted his way through what the job, the move, would mean, and all the logistics of relocation. It was going well.

      Then Ryan glanced at him. “You know, I could put in a word with Franklin James about the best neighborhood to live in, and churches. His family lives not too far from there.”

      Jake’s insides froze. He raised his glass unsteadily, took a long sip to avoid answering straight away. “I’ll be fine.”

      “You sure?” Ryan asked. “I don’t mind.”

      “I said I’m fine.”

      Judging from the way Mom, Dad and Sylvie stared at him, that hadn’t come out sounding fine.

      “Whoa, what’s with you? I was only trying to help.”

      “I don’t need your help.” He gritted out a smile. “Thanks, all the same.”

      “’Kay.” Ryan shrugged, glancing at his phone as it lit up.

      Sylvie eyed Jake through narrowing eyes, the same way she did whenever Jake teased Ryan, like she’d appointed herself his avenging angel, and nobody dare mess with her husband otherwise she’d slap them down. It didn’t matter how many times he’d laughed it off as brotherly tease. She still thought they should avoid it.

      Ryan whistled.

      “What is it?” Sylvie asked.

      Ryan showed her his phone. “Speaking of Franklin, remember his youngest sister, Poppy?”

      Jake’s heart tensed. He could never forget.

      “I think I met her at their wedding,” Sylvie said. “She’s the dancer, right?”

      Right.

      “What about her? Is she okay?” Mom asked.

      Ryan shook his head. “Franklin’s asked us to pray. She had an accident on Saturday night and broke her leg. It’s pretty bad.”

      His head whipped up. Nobody was paying attention to him. As usual. “What happened?”

      Ryan glanced at him. “Looks like she hurt herself while performing.”

      “Oh, a broken leg would be so bad for a dancer,” Mom said. “How is she going to cope?”

      And just like that, the focus shifted off him, thanks to Ryan once again.

      And while he was sorry for Poppy, he couldn’t help but feel a tiny smidge of resentment at the woman who had once again stolen his thunder. Just like she had stolen his heart and his self-respect, all those years ago.
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      “No. No way. That can’t be true.” Poppy shifted higher in the hospital bed, her leg shrieking in protest.

      The doctor eyed her patiently, her mom looking on with worried wide eyes. “I’m really sorry Poppy, but the x-rays are conclusive. The fall shattered your right tibia thanks to years of stress. The x-ray appears to show the beginnings of dozens of tiny stress fractures, so it was only a matter of time before something catastrophic like this happened.”

      And of course it had to happen during the showcase, right in front of Marcel. All because she’d gotten distracted by a man who looked like the Voldemort of her life. Anger rose. Her hands fisted. How dare he attend her show, knowing he’d distract her?

      “And I’m sorry, but you’re going to need several months of therapy.”

      “Months?” Forget her leg shattering; her heart was breaking too. Marcel would never take her on now. What was she going to do? This was more than a fractured ankle or broken bone in her foot that required a moonboot. The plaster encasing her right leg meant she wouldn’t be able to move without assistance, let alone work. “What on earth am I going to do for the next three months? Watch Netflix on the couch?”

      Mom’s face held sorrow, just as it had since Poppy remembered waking from the stage after that first moment of blinding pain. As the curtains had hastily lowered, and the screams from the audience echoed her own, Mom had been there, Bailey too, an ambulance summoned while she swam in and out of consciousness. All she knew was that she’d seen the liar, then landed badly. Which meant she could pin all of this on him.

      Mom gently squeezed her hand. “Honey, you won’t be able to stay in your apartment.”

      “What?”

      “There are too many stairs.” Mom explained gently.

      “Too many—? Oh.”

      “You’ll need to stay with someone who can help you with your rehab.”

      That ruled Bailey out. Bailey might love her, but she loved her husband more, and Poppy didn’t want to intrude on their newlywed status. She’d encountered a few too many spicy kisses in the past year that would draw a blush if she was a blushing kind of girl. Besides, the encounters she’d had with Bailey’s family didn’t exactly bring cozy vibes. “What am I going to do?”

      “You’ll come home with us, to the ranch.”

      “But Mom, that’s so far away.”

      “I know honey. This won’t be easy.”

      Emotion filled her eyes. None of this was going to be easy. Easy was Saturday afternoon, pre-fall. Now was only pain and trouble.

      The doctor took some time to talk through options, both surgery and transport, but it seemed the best option was to pay for a long distance patient transfer service. Fourteen hours on the road would be no picnic, and, “It’s going to cost so much.” And her parents might own one of Alberta’s largest ranches, but they weren’t exactly loaded.

      “Franklin said he’d pay. He’s praying, and got the guys praying for you.”

      Tears heated anew. As nice as it was to have people praying for her, they wouldn’t have to if Ryan’s stupid brother hadn’t showed up like he had. Her hands clenched. She hoped he felt bad for the rest of his days. He deserved to, making her fall like this. Although it was weird how he’d shown up then just disappeared again, not making any effort to reach out, even to apologize. Surely if he’d come all that way after all this time then he’d actually have the guts to come and talk to her. The fact he hadn’t proved just how much of a coward he was. The fact he hadn’t apologized proved he was the total opposite of a gentleman.

      Enough! She wiped her eyes, forced herself to take several deep breaths. Okay. This situation wasn’t ideal, but dancers knew they sometimes might have to pivot to something new when adversity came their way. Like Bailey had taken shifts in a coffee shop when the studio had struggled to pay its bills. And now adversity had come Poppy’s way she had the choice to resent it and live in self pity or use it to fire up within. Which only left one real choice.

      The nurse returned with new pain-relieving medication, and Poppy forced a tear-stained smile for her mom as the drugs took effect. But in the wash of sensation between pain and ease, one thing remained clear. She’d never forgive the man who had made her lose focus. Lose focus both this past weekend and three years ago. And, as her eyes closed, she resolved within: she’d do all she could to make him pay.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, Mr. Guillemette, I think you’d like this next offering.” The realtor flashed him a smile.

      Jake nodded, fidgeting with his tie. So many things to get used to. Like being called Mr. Guillemette for starters. Wearing a suit and tie. Dave Cuttrey had insisted Jake needed to dress to look the part of a factory manager and represent him well. So Jake had needed to buy a couple of new suits and shoes and stuff that really wasn’t his style. But while stepping into this new role felt like adopting a part, it also made him feel more confident, like he really was the person who could afford to live in the places Suzy kept showing him. Which he supposed his new salary meant he could afford. But so much house for just one man seemed a little pretentious. Even if it was part of the package that Dave was wanting him to invest in.

      “It’s all about how you’re perceived,” Dave had said in their meeting two days ago. “If you’re living in a dump of an apartment, people aren’t going to believe this is a company worth dealing with. If they know you live in one of the more expensive areas, they’re going to believe you’re legitimate, that you’ve bought a place as a long term investment, which means they’ll believe we’re worth investing in too.”

      Jake wasn’t one hundred percent sure about the legitimacy of Dave’s reasoning, but he was sure of one thing. He liked being looked at as smart, as someone whose acquaintanceship was worth cultivating, someone worthy of respect. And it didn’t hurt when the realtor showing him around had a nice smile, and nice legs.

      Suzy pointed to another house, a little smaller than the previous one. This looked more his speed. He didn’t want a house bigger than his folks, but this looked good.

      The brown clad house sat on a small lot, but the striking snow-capped granite of the Three Sisters mountains could be seen from the front yard. A small bow window poked out in the front living area, which ran into the timber kitchen stained a nice honey oak. The kitchen led through onto the back porch and yard, which again shared an impressive view of this section of the Rockies. The yard was small and on a slight incline, which allowed for a basement under half the house. Three bedrooms, two baths, the house wasn’t too big, but it seemed sturdy. He could see himself living here, gazing out at the mountains in the summer, skiing those very mountains in the winter. It wasn’t too far from Banff, so the place could be rented out too if necessary.

      “So, what do you think?” Suzy asked.

      He nodded, checking the fireplace. A place here would need great heating. “It’s got potential.”

      “Right? And it’s not too far from your factory.”

      Only three miles away. He was no slouch, but he’d really prefer to not have to make a long drive in winter to get to work.

      “And it’s a lovely neighborhood. Very quiet. Lots of young families.”

      Yeah, in his experience ‘very quiet’ didn’t always seem to be the vibe with young families. The opposite often seemed true.

      “Give it a good look over,” Suzy continued. “I know the price may seem a little high but it’s worth it for what you get. And the owner is quite anxious to sell. His daughter has recently moved to Vancouver, and he’s missing his family a lot.”

      He nodded again.

      “And it’s just a short walk to a nearby elementary school, a convenience store, a café and other local shops. And across the street is the Cougar Creek pathway which is perfect for a stroll, cycle or walk into town.”

      Did she think he was married with a family to need a school and all those things? “It’s just me,” he mumbled.

      “Well, that’s still perfect!” Her white smile almost blinded him. “You won’t regret purchasing this home. It will set you up for the future.”

      Yeah, that would require having a girlfriend who might one day agree to being more. And given the way he’d been scarred three years ago, he wasn’t in any hurry to get it wrong again.

      “Well, if you give me the paperwork, I’ll investigate.”

      “Wonderful!” She beamed another huge smile at him, and he found a small one in return, which only made hers wider. He wasn’t used to this amount of attention and effort from a woman, although it was probably because she was counting her commission. The houses here were pretty pricey, and if it wasn’t that this was on the company’s dime then he wouldn’t have dared look.

      “Okay then. Thank you for your time.”

      He nodded, accepted the paperwork, and paid attention as she informed him which of the nearby cafes had the best coffee in town. “Thanks.”

      “And can I say how excited we are to know your factory is moving to Canmore. We might be considered by some to be a seasonal town, but there will always be plenty of people thankful for jobs that are year round.”

      “Dave Cuttrey was aware of that in picking the site.”

      “Well, I do hope to hear from you again soon.” She smiled. “Enjoy your coffee at the Summit.”

      “Thanks.”

      As she locked up, he got back in his truck and reversed slowly. He didn’t want his entry to town marked by running over any of the locals. He drove to the recommended café, got a coffee as suggested, and took it outside to a table that overlooked the creek. Sure, this place was beautiful in the summer, but already he could tell it was something of a tourist trap too. There were a lot of snow hire places, and stores suggesting that catering for visitors was what this town lived on. So while establishing the new branch of Cuttrey Industries here might seem a little weird to some, it probably would be a blessing to the community. They’d need at least two dozen workers, and all of that would pay off in supporting local businesses.

      “Everything okay out here?” a brunette in her twenties asked.

      “Yep.” He nodded to the coffee. “It’s good.”

      She beamed. “We think so too. Hope we see you again.” She winked.

      He found a small smile, but still felt uneasy. Women didn’t wink at him. Especially pretty ones. But maybe he could consider this a fresh start in lots of ways.

      His phone flashed with a message from the realtor.

      
        
          
            
              
        Great to meet you, Jake. Looking forward to hearing from you soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      He tapped out a reply, gratitude rising within for Dave Cuttrey and his willingness to contribute towards the cost of his senior manager’s housing.

      The factory coming here would be a blessing. Just as he hoped a new change would prove for him. Finally, a chance to prove himself, to not carry the weight of any expectations apart from meeting those held by Dave. There might be a lot unknown, but this was something he was sure of. This new change was a God-given opportunity for him to live again. And maybe, finally, leave the regrets of the past behind.

      

      It was much later that day when he hit the freeway again, watching the familiar road signs and landscapes flash by. A spot-lit sign for Three Creek Ranch rushed by. Huh. That must be new. His stomach knotted. He slowly exhaled. Driving the two and half hours between Red Deer and Canmore was getting a little boring, but at least it had given him a lot of time to think. And not just about all the aspects of his new role and accommodation, but about other things as well. Like how hearing the news about Poppy had gnawed new pain in his heart.

      He’d thought he was over her. Thought that sorry chapter in his life was done. But every night when he closed his eyes he glimpsed that picture Ryan had on his phone of her lying on the stage dressed in her white tutu, looking as broken as her leg obviously was, her beautiful features captured in a moment of pure agony. Her face looked like his heart had felt after she’d stomped on it three years ago.

      He’d repented for how he’d thought on first hearing the news of her accident. She didn’t deserve it. Ryan’s latest report from Franklin had suggested she’d be unable to walk for at least three months, and had retreated to Three Creek Ranch with her folks to recover. Which meant every time he traveled this road he passed the turn-off to where she was.

      Not that she’d ever want to see him. She’d said as much three years ago, and her words had burned deep in his soul.

      “You’re nothing but a liar and a cheat. You’ve got nothing to offer anyone, no ambition, nothing. I can’t believe I was so stupid to fall for you.”

      His fingers tapped the wheel. Yeah, he hadn’t been able to believe it at the time, either. Why would such a young, smart, pretty babe like her fall for a factory-working hick like him? Because in an effort to taste a different life he’d paid way too much for a haircut at one of those hipster barber places, then dressed up in a suit, and attended a play in Calgary. And there, without the constant comparisons to his brother, without any expectations from anyone at all, he’d shucked off his usual manner and acted the part of the suave man about town he’d always kind of wished he could be.

      The one who could smile at a pretty woman and see her respond. The one who could talk and not stammer when she came over. The one who might not understand the play too much but pretended enough so that during intermission he’d been able to convince her to meet him afterward for a drink, which had ramped up to two, then three, then a dinner date the next day. And all the time he’d been struck by wonder at what this felt like. Conscious of the other guys who looked at him with jealousy because Jake had the most beautiful woman on his arm for once. Finally knowing what it was like to be envied. So this was what his brother felt like.

      The attraction between himself and Poppy had been mutual, had burned hot, until it quickly blazed into something he’d wished it hadn’t. Then when he’d found out what she hadn’t told him… His gut wrenched. No way would she ever want to see him. It was best to stay away.
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      The sound of a rooster crowing wove through the mists of dreams. Weird dreams, crazy dreams, featuring everyone from Marcel to Franklin to Ryan Guillemette’s brother. Poppy blinked awake, thankful to dispel that last memory, and rubbed her eyes at the unfamiliar sight. That’s right. She was back home, here in her not-bedroom at Three Creek Ranch.

      “Shut up,” she mumbled, as the rooster kept crowing. Unlike her siblings, dawn was never her friend. She was the one who liked to stay up late; Cassie and Jess and Franklin were all early birds, just like their parents. It was enough to make her sometimes wonder if the stork had placed her in the wrong family. It wasn’t enough that she didn’t look like her sisters, but she wasn’t like them either. They were practical and hands-on; she was creative and more craftsy. They were all plainspoken—okay, blunt—but her sisters were naturally nice and interested in people, whereas she knew herself well enough to know she wasn’t always. There had been times she might think she’d been hardened by what had happened three years ago, but she’d always had a merciless streak. Kind-hearted folk might call it ‘competitive’. She’d justified it as focused and driven. And sure, Jess with her vet studies knew all about being driven, but Jess had learned a lot in the past year when her work as a vet had almost crushed her. Jess was doing much better now, working four days a week while making time for Tom Chavez, Franklin’s teammate and friend, who had proved the ultimate friend-to-more in recent times.

      “Sweetheart?”

      “Hi Mom.”

      Miranda the cat slunk in, eyeing Poppy with her disdainful eye, as if wondering what she was doing sleeping in the living room like this.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she groused at Miranda. “There are too many steps to go upstairs.”

      “Oh, honey. I hope you weren’t too uncomfortable.”

      “It was fine.”

      The way her mom looked at her suggested that Poppy’s tone had told the real truth. Okay, so it would’ve been nicer after travelling nearly fifteen hours by road to ease her aches and pain by sleeping in her own bed. But that wasn’t to be. Instead, she’d arrived home to discover that Cassie and Jess had made up a bed in the living area, and decorated the space with dozens of get well cards, along with two bouquets of get well flowers, both of which were next to the TV.
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