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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Nellie

      

      A piece of plastic had never been more intimidating. I stared at those two little pink lines, feeling the very trajectory of my life come to a screeching halt. The blood rushed to my head, and I felt faint. It was a good thing I was still sitting on the toilet. If I’d been standing, I likely would have keeled over.

      “What does it say?”

      The disembodied voice from the speaker of my phone roused me. I opened and closed my mouth, trying and failing to form words. It was as if my voice had been snatched by Ursula herself.

      “Nellie?”

      I squeaked. It was the only sound I could make. My free hand went to my mouth, covering it, as tears rushed to my eyes.

      “Nellie!” my best friend, Sage, practically shouted.

      “I’m—” I still couldn’t say the words. “It’s positive.”

      “Oh.”

      Whatever Sage had been expecting, it clearly wasn’t this. Me neither.

      After being diagnosed with endometriosis in my early twenties, this was a moment I never expected to happen. I’d been told by my gynecologist, endocrinologist, and family doctor that I’d have difficulty conceiving. I’d been warned that if I ever wanted to pursue a pregnancy, the likelihood of me needing fertility treatments was extremely high.

      I’d never even had so much as a scare before. But I knew my body well, and I’d known something was up when my period was late. It was never late, much to my chagrin. Most women with endometriosis experience irregular periods, but not me. The damn thing was more predictable than Halley’s comet. It came with vengeance every thirty days, and it often knocked me on my ass for a week straight. My flows were heavy and brutal, and when Aunt Flo hadn’t come pounding on my door eleven days ago, I knew something was up.

      I just didn’t expect it to be this. I thought I was finally sliding into the irregular period camp of endometriosis.

      “Okay, well, this is good…right? I mean, you always thought you weren’t going to be able to have kids…”

      “Good? How is this good? I am so not prepared for this! I work at a café, Sage. I have a roommate—who hates kids, as you know. Not that there’s even space in this place for a kid.” I was panicking. My voice was all screechy and high pitched, and the tears kept flowing no matter how much I wiped at my eyes with the back of my hand.

      Sage knew my roommate, Angela, from when she used to live in Guelph and from her brief stay on my couch with her daughter, Daphne. Angela hadn’t been thrilled with that situation, and despite me wanting to help my bestie in her time of need, I had to respect my roommate’s wishes and cut Sage’s stay short, forcing her to seek refuge at her mother’s house.

      “You have a job, though. Which is good for when you apply for maternity. As for the apartment situation, we could find you a new place.”

      “I can’t afford a new place, Sage,” I sighed, standing up on shaking limbs. I faced the mirror, taking in my splotchy face and the panicked flush. “Especially not on my own.”

      “Do you…do you know who the father is?”

      Sage’s question wasn’t meant to sting, but it kind of did. Not that I blamed her. I wasn’t exactly known for monogamous relationships.

      I didn’t do serious. I was afraid to trust, afraid to let myself care about people that would inevitably leave once they’d had their fill of me. The only exception to that had been Sage and her beautiful daughter, and I think I’d been able to let her in because of how desperately she’d needed me, too.

      It was easier to keep things light and carefree, that way the disappointment couldn’t reach me.

      But Sage’s question also stung because…well, I didn’t know. “I’ve narrowed it down to a few contenders.”

      “Is one of them Noah, by chance?”

      Sage’s follow-up question made a swarm of butterflies take flight in my stomach. Or was that nausea?

      One of the contenders was, indeed, Noah Wood, a friend of Sage’s boyfriend from Hartwood Creek. I’d met him at the Witches’ Ball. He’d dressed as The Witcher—my kryptonite. I know I went back to his place with him that night, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember if we’d used a condom when we’d hooked up.

      I didn’t remember a lot about that night. Other than how amazing he felt, but for all I knew, that could have been the booze talking. I’d had a lot to drink that night, and so had he. The evening was a blur—a fun, magical blur, but a blur, nonetheless.

      “Maybe. I don’t know for sure. Regardless, I’m obviously not in a relationship with any of the contenders. One of them waved every red flag known to mankind and couldn’t even get me off, and the other one, well, I don’t even know him.”

      A week or so after hooking up with Noah, I’d slept with a guy I’d been chatting with on Tinder for several months. After spending way too much time thinking about Noah Wood, I’d figured the best course of action would be to sleep with someone else, and prove to myself that the night we’d shared in Hartwood Creek was a night like any other.

      The only thing I’d succeeded in proving was that even if I couldn’t remember every single detail of the night I shared with Noah, I still knew I had a better experience than the night I’d shared with Tinder Guy. As soon as we hooked up—the one and only time—and red flags popped up like daisies. I’d ended up blocking him on Tinder.

      Thankfully, I knew I’d definitely used a condom with Tinder Guy. But condoms weren’t infallible.

      “What if you moved here?”

      “To Hartwood Creek? Why?!” I exclaimed. “I just told you, I don’t even know if Noah is the father.”

      “Even if he isn’t,” Sage insisted. “I’m here, I could help you. It’s cheaper to live here. You could easily find a job in town, and maybe Nix could give up the bachelor apartment and you could rent it. He’s hardly ever there these days. It’d come fully furnished!”

      “I…” I paused, blinking at myself in the mirror. I mean, it wasn’t a terrible idea. It wasn’t like I had family in Guelph, or a support system for that matter. For all intents and purposes, Sage was the closest thing to family I had. “I can’t just uproot my entire life.”

      I didn’t say the other thing I was thinking; that I didn’t even know if this pregnancy would stick. I’d never been at the family planning stage of my life, but from what I’d read in my spare time about my condition, studies showed that endometriosis could increase the risk of miscarriage.

      “But…” Sage said, and I could practically hear the wheels turning in her head.

      “Just spill,” I sighed heavily, knowing she was thinking a mile a minute.

      “Are you honestly happy there? Working for Sal, living in that cramped basement apartment with Angry Angela?”

      Sage’s question posed a valid point. I wasn’t happy here, and hadn’t been for some time.

      I used to like my life, back when I was young and hopeful. Freshly graduated from college after taking the Recreation Therapy program, I’d gotten a full-time position at the café I’d worked at throughout school, until something came up in my field.

      Only, nothing ever did seem to come up in my field. Although Sal had hired me on as a barista, my job details and responsibilities seemed to grow daily, pushing me more into the management position—without the pay, I might add.

      But rents were high, and apparently recreational therapists were a dime a dozen. I didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell at affording my own apartment, so I was stuck with Angry Angela.

      All of that would have been bearable if Sage was still around. We’d worked together at the café, and she’d included me in her little traditions with her daughter Daphne. For the first time, I’d felt like I had a true family. A sister, a niece. People who cared about me, and people who I cared about.

      Sage had moved several hours away to the small town of Hartwood Creek after discovering her then-fiancé was cheating on her with his secretary. I didn’t blame her, but I missed her and Daphne every day. Life seemed lonelier and greyer without them, like they’d taken some of the colour with them when they left.

      “No, I’m not,” I sighed again, pushing my hair out of my face. “But I really can’t just uproot my life on a whim.” Even to me, my argument sounded weak. I did most things on a whim. If I got an inclination for something, I flowed toward it eagerly. Case in point: going home with the handsome stranger I’d met at a costume ball.

      “Why the heck not? I did.” Sage giggled.

      I smiled, although she couldn’t see it. “Yeah, but you have family in Hartwood Creek.”

      “So do you,” Sage said firmly, her tone brooking no argument. A sense of longing filled me, longing to be closer to the people I cared for most.

      It’s not that I didn’t have family, it’s just that my parents weren’t the greatest. They’d had me later in life, and although they’d never neglected me in the financial sense, they had never planned on being parents, and their emotional support was severely lacking.

      My parents provided for me, made sure that I attended the most prestigious school in the area, and always ensured I had money for the extracurricular activities I did. But they never emotionally connected with me. I’d often felt more like an expensive house plant than a daughter growing up.

      Now, they spent most of the year down south in Florida, at their beautiful beach house on Miramar Beach, overlooking the white sand beaches of the gorgeous gulf. I couldn’t blame them for skipping out on the cold Canadian climate for half the year. I just missed them, or the version of them I never really had.

      They called me on occasion, sure, but they didn’t actually want to hear about the trials and tribulations of my life. They were too involved in what was happening in theirs. Once I’d reached the tender age of eighteen, they had considered their “job” with me completed.

      “Look, all I’m saying is that you have options, and I wouldn’t hate it if you moved to Hartwood Creek. I’d love it a lot—so would Daphne. We miss you.”

      “I miss you both, too,” I said, my eyes misting again as I thought back to how great it’d been to visit in October, to still be included in their Halloween tradition. Even if it looked majorly different from previous years.

      I had to admit, Hartwood Creek put on a fantastic Halloween festival. I wouldn’t be opposed to living there. In my heart of hearts, I knew I’d love it. The town was small, but had everything you could possibly need or want, and was only a half hour or forty-five-minute drive away from what it didn’t have.

      I worried about what Noah would say if I relocated to Hartwood Creek with a baby bump. I didn’t even know if he was the father, but surely that wasn’t a good look. Noah and I hadn’t done much talking when we were hooking up after the Witches’ Ball, but from what I’d gathered since then he was a playboy through and through.

      And I was no saint, either. Heck, I couldn’t even for sure say who the father of my unplanned baby was.

      “There’s plenty of time to decide what you’re going to do. Book an appointment with your family doctor and think on things a little more. I’ll run the idea past Nix, but I’m sure he would give up the bachelor pad in a heartbeat for you,” Sage assured me.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, I was waiting for Dr. Pinsent in the examination room. I’d already peed in a cup and had my bloodwork taken by the nurse, now it was just a matter of talking to my family doctor about the results.

      My stomach was a wreck of nerves and had been since I’d faced off with those two positive lines. I wasn’t one to worry or live in fear, but I was in a constant state of worry and fear now.

      The door to my examination room opened, and Dr. Pinsent stepped inside. I’d been seeing her since I was a small child. She knew my parents—a little too well, but I was confident that patient confidentiality laws would protect me for the time being, until I was ready to tell them myself. If there was anything to tell. It could be a false pregnancy. It could be a tubal pregnancy. Even if I was pregnant, I could still suffer a miscarriage. The thought turned my stomach, and I tried to breathe through that fear.

      I hadn’t even allowed myself to think about wanting kids, and yet now that I was faced with a positive pregnancy test, the mere thought of a miscarriage was enough to send me into panic mode.

      “Good afternoon, Nellie,” Dr. Pinsent smiled warmly at me, her brown eyes twinkling when they lifted from the reports to meet mine. “Looks like you’re about seven weeks pregnant.”

      The air left my lungs on a whoosh, and I felt lightheaded. “Oh, wow. Okay.”

      “I’m sure this is a bit of a surprise, given your history of endometriosis.” Dr. Pinsent said.

      I swallowed, nodding slowly. “You could say that.”

      Dr. Pinsent moved her stool closer to my chair and sat down, facing me. “Would you like to discuss options?”

      “No. I—I know it’s unexpected, but I want to keep it, if my body lets me.”

      “Endometriosis does put you at a slightly elevated risk for miscarriage, but you’re young, and going off your last scans, your scarring is minimal. I would have to refer you to a high-risk obstetrician, who would follow you a little closer than a regular OB.” Dr. Pinsent turned to her computer.

      “Are there any high-risk obstetricians near Hartwood Creek?” The question spilled from my lips before I had time to think about it. “I’m thinking about moving there. It’s closer to my support system.”

      Dr. Pinsent typed something into her computer, then glanced at me over her shoulder. “There’s one in Springwood.”

      “Okay, that would be… That would be good,” I nodded, knowing I sounded unsure.

      “Is the father in Hartwood Creek?” Dr. Pinsent asked casually, going back to typing out the referral.

      I blinked, wondering what I should say. I didn’t want Dr. Pinsent to judge me for not knowing who the father was, but I didn’t know for sure. “Something like that.”

      My evasive answer didn’t seem to appease Dr. Pinsent, but I could tell she was too kind to probe.

      “Did you need me to send a referral for a family doctor, too? I’m happy to continue seeing you until one becomes available, but Hartwood Creek is a bit of a trek if you relocate there.”

      “That would be good, I think,” I nodded.

      Dr. Pinsent finished typing and then spun around to face me. “Okay, we’re all set there. You can pick up prenatal vitamins from the pharmacy, just make sure you’re taking at least eight hundred milligrams per day of folate. The good news is that many women with endometriosis notice their symptoms get better during pregnancy, they benefit from the increased levels of progesterone.”

      “Well, hey, if I’d known that, I might have tried sooner to get knocked up,” I joked, and Dr. Pinsent smiled, standing up.

      “The referral for the high-risk OB shouldn’t take more than a couple of weeks, but the wait for a new family doctor might be longer. If you have any questions or concerns, please don’t hesitate to call and book an appointment with me,” Dr. Pinsent said. “If necessary, we could do virtual appointments until we find you a family doctor closer to Hartwood Creek. Congratulations, Nellie.”
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      Nellie

      

      I was the kind of person that once I decided something, that was pretty much it. I was all in.

      From the moment I asked Dr. Pinsent to send my referral to a high-risk obstetrician in Springwood, my resolve for my situation had only grown. I had a lot to figure out, but one thing was certain: I would be moving to Hartwood Creek.

      It was a good thing, too, because when I got home from my appointment, Angry Angela was waiting for me in our shared living room. She practically flew at me the moment I opened the door.

      “Why the hell is there a pregnancy test box in the bathroom trashcan?” she demanded, scowling at me with her arms crossed.

      “Why are you looking in trashcans, Angela? That’s strange,” I shook my head, slipping out of my coat, and hanging it up on the coatrack by the door.

      “Don’t dodge the question, Nellie. Are you pregnant?”

      I sighed, feeling a headache coming on. “Yes, Angela. I’m knocked up. I’ve got a bun in the oven. My eggo is preggo.”

      Angela’s jaw slackened. “Oh my god. You know I can’t stand kids! Why would you do this?!”

      “It wasn’t exactly planned,” I frowned. “But I’m not sure why my life choices have any effect on you.”

      “Because! Either you bring a screaming, crying baby into this apartment, or I need to find a new roommate! Both options are terrible for me.”

      “I’m so sorry to have inconvenienced you with my life-altering news,” I deadpanned. “But if it’s any consolation, you’ll be needing to do option number two. Obviously, this apartment is too small for a baby, and frankly—the environment isn’t exactly nurturing.”

      Angela’s scowl intensified, which I didn’t know was even possible. “Great, just great. Do you have any idea how hard it’s going to be to find a new roommate I can tolerate?”

      “Angela, you barely tolerate me,” I reminded her, rolling my eyes. “Either way, this is happening, so we’re both going to have to deal with it. Me with growing a whole ass human, and you with finding a new roommate. I think you got the easier end of the deal.”

      She let out an aggravated huff and stomped off to her bedroom, slamming the door.

      “That went well,” I said to myself. Before I had time to reflect any more on Angela’s reaction, my phone started ringing. I tugged it out of my purse, seeing Sage’s name flashing on screen.

      “How did it go?” she demanded.

      “It’s confirmed; I’m about seven weeks pregnant.”

      “Yay! I’m so happy for you, Nellie!” Sage exclaimed with far more excitement than I’d even managed to have for myself. It was a good thing that I could count on her to be excited enough for the both of us, at least for a while. I had a feeling I’d be living in a perpetual state of worry and fear.

      “I had her send my high-risk obstetrician referral to Springwood…” I paused, letting the words sit with her. The high-pitched squeal that followed had me moving my phone away from my ear.

      “You’re moving here?! You’re moving here! Nix, Nellie’s moving to Hartwood Creek!”

      “I gathered that,” I could hear Nix say with a chuckle.

      “When are you moving?” Sage demanded, her excitement reaching unparalleled heights.

      “I just told Angela, actually. I still need to tell Sal to kick rocks, and then I can leave whenever, I guess,” I replied. Angela was technically the only renter on the lease, although I paid half the rent and the utilities. I could offer to pay the next month, but still leave. She wouldn’t care what I did, so long as I didn’t leave her hanging.

      As for work…well. I should give Sal my two weeks’ notice, because it was the right thing to do, but I was pretty fed up with him taking advantage of me.

      I’d told him I was going to quit on numerous occasions, but he never took me seriously. Probably because I kept showing up at work the next day, but I digress. I could tell him something came up, a family emergency or something. He’d be irritated, but he’d have to deal with it. As far as I was concerned, Sal was no longer my issue.

      My issue was the little clump of cells that would, with any stroke of luck, end up being a fully formed human in seven months’ time.

      It was kind of sad, when I thought about it, how quickly I could leave it all behind. I guess I hadn’t put down roots here like I’d thought, at least not permanent ones.

      In a way, that had been intentional. I was always hoping for something better to come along. A better job, a different place.

      But I’d known for a while now that it wasn’t going to happen for me, at least not in Guelph. It was time to seek out something better.

      I’d been thinking a lot about Hartwood Creek since my little visit in the fall. I had fallen for the historic small town just as hard as Sage predicted I would. Everything about it was so whimsical and quaint, and the people were friendly and interesting.

      It felt like where I was supposed to be. Not to mention, there was the psychic reading I’d had the night of the Witches’ Ball rattling around in my brain. Though the rest of the night was a blur, that memory was perfectly clear, and had been replaying more frequently within the past week.

      You’ll find everything you’ve been looking for here. The medium’s words resurfaced yet again, making me feel all the more confident about my decision.

      “Okay, great! I’m so excited, Nellie. This is going to be an amazing thing for you, I can feel it in my bones,” Sage said, jarring me from my thoughts.

      “Having an inkling of your own, are you?” I chuckled. Sage used to make fun of what she affectionately referred to as my “inklings”. I got a sense for people and situations, and nine times out of ten, I was right about them.

      Like my inkling about her former fiancé, Warren. I’d had a feeling he wasn’t the one for her. His aura had always seemed so…off, and so incompatible with hers. Warren’s aura had been dark and negative, whereas Sage’s aura was light and warm. But at the time, Sage hadn’t paid any attention to my inklings. She just thought I didn’t like him, and I didn’t.

      “I am,” Sage said, her tone serious. “Don’t you have one?”

      I paused, considering her question. I hadn’t really let myself feel anything about the situation, other than worry and fear. But something was tugging me in that direction: to Hartwood Creek. I felt like maybe I really could find my happiness there, like the medium had said.

      It wasn’t just about Noah; he was scarcely a factor in this decision. It was something about the very town itself. I’d felt a shift in my energy the moment I set foot across the town border, and that sense of home had pulled at me even then.

      Since returning to Guelph, I’d felt a restlessness I’d never experienced before. A deep settled unhappiness. Something in me had shifted, realigned, moving toward a new purpose, a discovered dream. A whisper in the wind, calling me north to Hartwood Creek.

      “Yeah, I do. I think this is going to be the best thing for me. Even if things don’t work out with, well, the baby situation.”

      “Don’t say that; it’ll work out,” Sage assured me. “Ooh, I can’t wait to throw you a baby shower!”

      I laughed, feeling lighter than I had in weeks. “Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves.”

      “Too late, I’m already on Pinterest!”
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        * * *

      

      Four days, and one carload. That’s all it took for me to tie up loose ends and pack up my entire life in Guelph. Five days before Christmas I pulled up to the beautiful blue Victorian-style home in one of the older subdivisions in Hartwood Creek. With the freshly fallen snow, it looked like a Trisha Romance painting.

      The detached garage with its pitched roof and intricately designed woodwork looked as pretty as the main house, with Christmas lights and garland wrapped up the staircase leading to the apartment door.

      Sage was waiting at the top of the small deck, waving at me with the biggest grin on her face, her blond hair blowing in the wind. Nix and his brother, Parker, were already trudging toward me.

      Parker and Nix had the same Hutchinson brown hair and brown eyes, like melted dark chocolate. They were both muscular with broad shoulders, although Parker was a little taller.

      “Hey, Nell,” Nix said when I stepped out of the car. “It’s good to see you,” he gave me a brief but solid hug.

      “It’s good to see you too,” I smiled. “Thanks for letting me take over your lease, and thanks for letting me move into your apartment, Parker.”

      “It’s our pleasure. Saves us having to deal with the headache of finding someone new, and it was only a matter of time until Nix officially moved in with Sage and Daphne,” Parker grinned.

      “We’ll move these boxes for you. We’re under strict instructions to not let you lift a thing,” Nix said.

      My cheeks heated with embarrassment, and I wondered just how much of my situation Parker knew. I’d asked for Sage’s discretion; I didn’t want to tell anyone else until I was past the danger zone.

      “Thanks, but I managed to pack everything in on my own.”

      “Well, here you have help. Get used to it,” Nix cocked a brow at me and titled his chin in the direction of the garage apartment. “Go on up and get settled.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I saluted him, then reached back into the car for my carry-on and my purse. I was exhausted from the long drive, but I’d had the foresight to pack everything I’d need quick access to. A pair of comfortable pajamas and my toiletries, an outfit for tomorrow, my phone charger, and the book I was reading were all tucked neatly in the carry on.

      Someone had shoveled and salted the stairs in preparation. Already, I was being shown more care and consideration than the near decade I’d spent in Guelph. My stupid emotions were getting the better of me, and I wiped away tears before reaching the deck.

      Sage immediately wrapped her arms around me in a hug, squeezing me tight. “I’m so glad you’re here!” she squealed.

      “Me too,” I murmured into her shoulder, squeezing her back. I hadn’t let myself focus on how much I missed my bestie—my soul sister. “Where’s Daph?”

      “She’s in the house with Tabitha and the girls. They wanted to make you a little welcome home surprise.” She released me, sending me a huge, welcoming grin.

      “That’s so darn sweet,” I sniffled, the tears I’d been desperately trying to hold back spilling over. “I’m sorry, it’s just the hormones, I think. And I’m exhausted,” I added, catching Sage’s concerned expression.

      Sage reached for my hand and squeezed it.

      “Coming up!” Nix called from the bottom of the stairs. Realizing we were still on the deck, Sage tugged me into the apartment.

      Immediately, the warmth of the place enveloped me. The smell of fresh paint lingered behind cleaning products, and everything looked fresh and white.

      “Did you paint?” I asked, my jaw dropping as I took in the space—the appliances were new and shiny, and the furniture certainly wasn’t the old family room donations from Angela’s parents.

      “Yeah, it needed a fresh coat to brighten things up. The darker, more masculine colours made the space feel smaller.”

      I toed off my winter boots, leaving them on the shoe rack by the door.

      “You really didn’t have to do that, Sage. It’s more than enough that you’re letting me rent this space,” I was fighting back tears again and I hadn’t even seen the rest of the place. Nix and Parker set down the boxes they’d carried up by the door. From the looks of it, they’d managed to bring up all my worldly possessions in one go. “Thank you so much.”

      “Don’t mention it, we’re happy to have you here,” Parker said. “I’m going head back inside and take over Bryson duty.”

      “I’ll let you girls catch up,” Nix grinned, pressing a tender kiss to Sage’s cheek. “I know you’ve got a lot to talk about.” He waggled his eyebrows at her while following his brother out the door, pulling it shut behind him.

      Sage’s cheeks heated at Nix’s words, and she shook her head. “Come on, let’s give you the grand tour!” she said, tugging me deeper into the apartment.

      The apartment had a beautiful, airy, open floorplan. The kitchen was to the left, with cabinetry along the far wall and a double kitchen sink under the large window that overlooked Parker and Tabitha’s house. There wasn’t enough space for a table, but the long, narrow counter with bar stools provided a place to sit, and it broke up the space between the kitchen and living room.

      A short hallway on the other side of the room led to the single bedroom and bathroom. The bathroom was spacious, with a huge tub I couldn’t wait to soak in. The bedroom was bigger than my last one, with more than enough space to put a crib in.

      Everything was painted a bright neutral colour, not quite white but not beige or Millennial grey, either. I could picture myself thriving here.

      “It’s…” I sniffled again, wiping the moisture from my cheeks. “This is all too much, Sage.”

      “No, it’s perfect,” Sage said sincerely. “You’re going to be so happy here, I can feel it. This was the right move.”

      I knew at that moment she was right. Call it one of my inklings, but I suddenly knew everything was going to work out.

      “I still can’t believe it, any of it. I’m going to be a mom…that’s so wild,” I said in disbelief, the tears still flowing.

      “You’re going to be an amazing mom,” Sage said.

      “Hopefully,” I murmured, thinking of my own mother as I ran my hand along the end of the made-up queen-size bed. I longed to flop onto it and sleep for a few days. I could smell the freshly laundered scent and it was making me feel even more tired. “Wait, is this mattress tainted?” I blurted, my intrusive thoughts getting the best of me.

      “Define tainted?” Sage asked. Seeing my expression, she rolled her eyes in exasperation. “It’s less than two years old, and it’s super comfortable. It’s never been without a mattress topper, but I threw the old one out and steam cleaned the heck out of it before putting a new mattress protector on. I’m pretty sure it’s cleaner than your last mattress.”

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. It’d be weird sleeping where you and Nix spent so much time boning.”

      “Don’t be foolish, we did that on the couch,” Sage assured me. “Which has also been steam cleaned,” she added with a giggle.

      “Thank you. I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me,” I told her, overwhelmed with gratitude.

      “What are besties for?” Sage asked, grinning. “I’m so happy you’re finally here! And just in time for Christmas!”

      “Right, Christmas.” It was one of my least favourite holidays, probably because aside from an e-transfer and a phone call, I didn’t really hear from my parents.

      “Christmas in Hartwood Creek is going to be different; you’ll see. Oh, that reminds me! Auntie Em wanted me to make sure you know that you’re invited to Christmas dinner. She expects you to be there for no later than four o’clock.”

      I tried to swallow past the lump in my throat. “Okay, I’ll check my schedule and try to make it happen.” I was kidding—my schedule was wide open, or at least it would be until I found a job.

      “Mom! Mom, where are you?!” A familiar voice shouted from the door.

      Sage and I went back to the main living area, finding Daphne and the twins carrying Tupperware containers full of baked goods. Tabitha was with them, and she was holding a casserole dish.

      “Welcome to your new home!” she smiled, setting the casserole dish down on the bar counter. Tabitha had long dark hair and chunky bangs. Her bright cornflower-blue eyes were framed with thick dark lashes. “We made you dinner!”

      “And dessert!” Daphne added, rushing toward me with her Tupperware container. Daphne was the spitting image of Sage, with her wispy blond hair and wide green eyes. She threw her arm around my waist, hugging me tight. I hugged her back, feeling more at home than I’d ever felt before. “We baked cookies galore!”

      “Thank you so much, what a warm welcome,” I was barely hanging on by a thread, and if everyone kept being so nice and sweet to me, it would only be a matter of time before I burst into tears again. I took the proffered Tupperware containers from Daphne and the twins. The twins looked just like their mother, with their dark hair and blue eyes, although they had the Hutchinson charm and smiled just like their father.

      “I think Nellie is feeling pretty tired, so we’re going to let her get settled now, okay girls?”

      I could kiss Tabitha, and not just because the chicken parmesan casserole she’d brought in was making my mouth water and my stomach grumble.

      Another squeeze from Daphne and they left, leaving me and Sage alone in the apartment again.

      “Part of me wants to stay and help you get settled, but I know how exhausting the first trimester is.” Sage patted my arm sympathetically. “I took the next two weeks off, mostly because of Christmas, but also so I could help get you settled.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine, I am used to being on my own, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know. But you don’t have to be on your own, not anymore,” Sage told me.

      Her words struck something inside me, and I bit the inside of my cheek to stop the onslaught of yet more tears. Pregnancy emotions were no joke.

      “I’ll be here tomorrow morning at ten o’clock with coffee and pastries.”

      “Sounds good,” I managed, hugging Sage tightly, then she shoved her boots on and grabbed her coat.

      “Do not unpack any of those boxes without me, do you hear me?” she ordered, pointing at me.

      “I hear you. I’m going to stuff my face with this tantalizing meal Tabitha brought over, then probably crash.” I promised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Noah

      

      “Jeannine is a no-show again.” My younger brother, Easton, said after popping into the main office.

      “You’re kidding me,” I grumbled, pushing back in the office chair with aggravation. I’d been covering for Jeannine for the past hour. She was supposed to start at eight o’clock. I figured she was delayed from the snowstorm we’d gotten the night before.

      “Yup. Texted five minutes ago, let me know that a family emergency came up and she’ll be out of town for a week or two.”

      “Fucking great. Just in time for Christmas.”

      Christmas was one of our busiest times of the year. Every single cottage and condo we had at Whimsical Woods Resort was booked steadily through the holidays and into the new year.

      It was the worst time for Jeannine to up and decide to have a family emergency. Normally, I would give someone the benefit of the doubt—family emergencies happened, after all. But Jeannine had used that excuse over Canada Day weekend, too. Plus, she was regularly late or screwing up reservations. It seemed like I was always fixing her mistakes or covering for her when she didn’t show up.

      “We’ll have to call Damien in. If one of us is managing the office, that means we’ll need more hands-on maintenance to get the snow cleared and the pathways salted.” Damien would be pissed.

      “You mean while you’re managing the office,” Easton smirked. “You know I don’t do computer stuff.”

      Computer stuff was handling bookings and responding to emails. It really wasn’t rocket science, but my younger brother had always refused to do any of the office work. He’d rather stay later handling maintenance issues than answer a phone call or input a reservation.

      Mom used to handle the office before she and dad retired, but now it was on us to run the entire place. They were off enjoying their retirement after years of running Whimsical Woods Resort and raising us three boys.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I sighed, massaging my temples to ward off the stress headache I seemed to perpetually have these days. Easton ducked out while I picked up the office phone and dialed our oldest brother’s phone number.

      “Someone better be grievously injured, or something better be on fire,” he growled into the receiver by way of greeting. He sounded slightly out of breath and irritated.

      “It’s nine o’clock, how are you already this pissed?”

      “Because, dipshit. You’re interrupting my favourite part of the day,” Damien said. I could hear Charlotte say something in the background and the rustling of sheets.

      “Damn, sorry brother. Didn’t mean to interrupt your morning nookie session, but we have a situation. Jeannine has flaked off again, and that leaves me stuck in the office and Easton to clear all the snow from the cottages, roads, and pathways. We need backup.”

      “What we need is to fire Jeannine and hire someone who actually shows up for shifts.” Damien huffed.

      “You’re not wrong about that, and we will. One of the things I plan on doing today is putting up an ad for a new office administrator.” I sighed, feeling every bit as frustrated as Damien sounded. I knew we couldn’t go on this way. We needed someone reliable, someone capable of doing the job. Jeannine clearly wasn’t that person.

      “Good. Make sure you do that. I’ll be there in an hour and a half,” Damien said, hanging up.

      I stood and stretched, then went to the staff kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. If I was going to deal with office work, I’d need all the caffeine I could get.

      Being outside was my preference, too. The fresh air kept me invigorated and awake. Although, unlike Easton, I wouldn’t refuse office work; it had to be done. I also managed the accounts and made sure all our employees were paid on time. If nobody was there to answer the phone, check emails and book reservations, and pay our employees—we wouldn’t have a cottage resort.

      Our current bookings were important, yes, but the future ones were just as important. They kept the lights on and the business running. My grandparents had started this cottage resort, and my parents had grown it to what it is today. I didn’t want my brothers and I to be the reason we lost it all.

      Coffee in hand, I returned to the office in time for the phone to ring. “Whimsical Woods Resort, Noah speaking. How can I help you?”

      “Hi there, I’d like to book a reservation for a three-bedroom cottage over March Break,” the woman’s voice on the other end of the line said. I sat down and moved the mouse, waking up the computer.

      “Let me see if we have any availability over March Break with our three-bedroom cottages,” I told the woman. I clicked into our booking software program and checked. “Unfortunately, we don’t have any three-bedrooms available, however we do have one two-bedroom cottage and a few four-bedroom cottages.”

      “Hmm. does Hartwood Creek still do the Maple Syrup Festival?”

      “Sure does, every year! And we have plenty of activities planned all March Break long for families.”

      “Okay, I’ll take a four-bedroom from the eleventh until the fifteenth.” The woman said.

      Five minutes later, the reservation was booked. Setting the phone receiver down, I picked up my coffee and took a much-needed sip, then opened the Word document that contained the pre-written job postings Charlotte had done up for us a year or so ago. The postings were mostly for summer positions and housekeeping positions, and there was the office administration listing from before we’d hired Jeannine.

      I had to make a few adjustments to have it fit our needs now, but it was a great template to fall back on. Another half hour later, the posting was listed on the Hartwood Creek community page and the Ontario job listings website.
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        * * *

      

      It’d been a long ass day. It was only five o’clock, and I already felt like crashing for the night. However, I had nothing to eat at home because I regularly put off grocery shopping.

      I hated trying to figure out what to buy. I might be well into my thirties, but I’d never grasped the simplicity of meal planning. I could smoke meats and cook a mean steak on the grill, but that was the extent of my cooking abilities. If I couldn’t barbeque it, microwave it, or toss it already-made into the oven, I avoided it.

      So, instead of going home to crash on my couch and veg out, I went straight into town to do the dreaded task.

      My family had lived in Hartwood Creek for generations. My great-great-great grandfather was one of the original founders of Hartwood Creek. He’d settled with his family on the large patch of land that was now the Whimsical Woods Resort. Back when the town first formed, it was an operational wood mill. A lot of the historic buildings were built with wood from Alexander Wood’s mill.

      It was a long running joke in our family that Wood wood could withstand generations of pressure and still stay sturdy and erect.

      The charred ruins of the original Wood family homestead could be found on the trails in the middle of the forest just north of the farthest operational cottage. We included it in our Halloween Haunt walk, telling tourists that it was haunted. I didn’t believe in ghosts, but the tourists ate up the story, especially because Alexander Wood had perished there when the family homestead burnt down.

      The downtown area was less than a ten-minute drive when the roads were clear, a little longer when the plows hadn’t been through. I drove a lifted truck with killer winter tires. Within thirteen minutes, I was pulling into a parking spot at the grocery store.

      I grabbed a cart and started perusing aisles, nodding in greeting to all the familiar faces I passed as I tossed stuff in. I didn’t want to have to come back for anything, so I loaded up on anything that caught my eye.

      By the time I reached the junk food aisle my cart was almost full, and I was satisfied I’d have enough to eat for the next week or two.

      There was a gorgeous woman in the junk food aisle, eyeing up bags of chips like she couldn’t decide which ones to get. Long, rich chestnut brown hair tumbled down her back in waves. Something about her seemed familiar—something about her tugged at a memory just out of reach. Her delicate hand was reaching for a bag of Lays Dill Pickle chips.

      “Can’t go wrong with dill pickle chips,” I said, and she startled, dropping the bag into her cart, her hazel eyes fixing on me.

      Her pillowy lips opened in surprise. “Noah?”

      “Do we know each other?” I asked, moving closer. The woman’s pretty mouth pursed, and she narrowed those gorgeously familiar eyes at me. Fire sparked behind them, making the golden flecks of her irises stand out.

      “Yes, unfortunately. Though you probably don’t remember me. Just another name on your long list,” she smarted, her hands gripping the bar of her cart tightly as she went to move around me.

      Her voice. I heard it in my dreams. Had ever since the Witches’ Ball. I reached out, grabbing the end of her grocery cart to stop her. Sage’s gorgeous friend. The woman that had been starring in my wet dreams for weeks now.

      “Hey now, no need for such hostility, Nellie. You were in full face makeup last time. I had a better chance of recognizing you naked than recognizing you without your epic makeup skills,” I smirked, my eyes dropping down and taking in her covered body through her open winter jacket. I might not have recognized her fully dressed, but if I’d seen her naked again, I’d know every inch of her body.

      “I guess you have a point,” she allowed, still eyeing me like I was a decision she regretted.

      God, I sure hoped I wasn’t. I hadn’t been able to get her out of my head since October, and I hadn’t seen her natural beauty then either. Had I seen what she looked like without the expertly applied costume makeup, transforming her into a sexy feminine version of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, I’d have been even more gone, but she’d slipped out early in the morning before I had a chance to truly soak her in—or appreciate her.

      Nellie was breathtakingly stunning, the kind of beauty that rendered me speechless. It wasn’t just her physical appearance, although she was a knockout, it was her aura. Her essence.

      “Are you visiting Sage again?” I asked, my hand still on her cart.

      “Something like that,” she replied, looking at my hand pointedly. I removed it, grateful that she didn’t immediately take off.

      “Well, how long are you in town for? Maybe we could meet up for some drinks. Get reacquainted again before you leave.”

      “I’m not. Leaving, I mean. I just moved here,” Nellie told me, her brow furrowing. “And I don’t think drinks are a good idea.”

      I tried not to acknowledge the disappointment of her subtle rejection, and instead focused on the first part of what she said. “Hell, you moved to Hartwood Creek?! That’s awesome! What brings you here?”

      Nellie winced, like my question struck her. “Guess I needed a change of pace. Anyway, I need to go. See you around, Noah.”

      With that, she pushed her cart past me and walked like fire was nipping at her heels.
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        * * *

      

      It was Friday night, and I was sitting at our regular booth at The Quarter Lounge with Parker and Nix Hutchinson, Auston Robertson, and Donavan Ashe. We were on our second pitcher of beer, catching up on all the random stuff that had happened.

      Our regular get-togethers had slowly tapered off from weekly hangouts at the bar to biweekly, to almost once a month now that most of the guys had families and serious girlfriends. Donavon and I were the last two standing bachelors, and I was pretty sure he had a regular sneaky link that he’d been closed-mouth about.

      “So, how’s living with Sage officially?” Donavon asked Nix, pouring himself another beer. We’d been trying to get him to fess up on who the mysterious woman was he’d been spending a lot of time with lately, but Donavon wasn’t biting—ergo the swift change of subject.

      “It’s amazing!” Nix grinned. He was so stupidly in love with Sage, I almost felt bad for him. And envious.

      That was a new feeling, the envious bit. I hadn’t much cared for monogamous relationships in the past. Give me a one-night stand or casual fling any time, but a serious girlfriend meant more effort than I had to give. Already, I was busy as hell with the resort and family demands. Adding another person to the list of things and people that relied and depended on me seemed like too much of a burden.

      But then, October had happened. I’d spent one night with a girl dressed up as a sexy Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and suddenly I found myself longing for more. Odd that a monster costume had affected me like that, but stranger things had happened in the town of Hartwood Creek.

      Maybe it had more to do with the fact that Nellie had snuck out on me before I’d even woken up, and I’d never had the chance to get her number or ask her for a repeat. Usually, it was me sneaking out in the morning.

      “As if he wasn’t basically living with her before,” Parker joked. Parker was probably one of my oldest best friends. I’d rented the apartment above his garage for a spell, while my cabin was being built. We’d always been tight, but I didn’t get to see him as regularly as before, now that he was busy with his custom furniture and wood milling business, and raising a family with my cousin, Tabitha.

      “I mean, you’re not wrong. This makes it official. One step closer to forever, you know? It feels good,” Nix said, a dreamy look in his eyes. “I plan on asking her to marry me once we finish building.”

      Nix was referring to the house he was building for them. He’d purchased the land years ago but had only recently broke ground. He’d drawn up blueprints and then amended them once things got serious with Sage, so that she could have some input on their forever home.

      It made sense, and it was pretty romantic, but that was Nix. He’d always been thoughtful and romantic. I wasn’t quite either of those things. Even my mother called me self-centred and unserious, and she wasn’t wrong.

      My attention span has always been short. The longest running commitment I had to date was to the resort, and that’s because it was in my blood. I was serious about it in a way I’d never been serious about any woman.

      For some unknown reason, Nellie’s face flashed in my mind. I shook the thought of her away, unwilling to dwell on her. But before I could truly focus on something else, her name was coming up in conversation with the guys.

      “Now that Nellie’s moved into the bachelor apartment—” Parker was saying.

      “Wait, Nellie as in Sage’s friend Nellie?” I interrupted.

      Parker and Nix shared a knowing look.

      “The one and the same,” Nix said carefully.

      “I ran into her at the grocery store the other night,” I said, trying to keep my voice casual. “She’s looking good.”

      “I’m surprised you remembered who she was,” Nix remarked. “You two were pretty drunk that night.”

      “Hard to forget a body like hers,” I smirked, leaning back in the booth, and crossing my legs at the ankles. My encounter with Nellie had stuck with me, mostly because of how that gorgeous body had responded to me, and how I’d responded to it. It was one of the most explosive, toe-curling romps I’ve ever had.

      Nix frowned, as if my nonchalant response disappointed him. “Yeah, well. Anyway, she’s moved to Hartwood Creek. I know she’s looking for work, so if anyone knows of anything through the grapevine…” he was directing his question more at the others, but I fixated on it.

      “Tell her to shoot her resume to us. We need a new office administrator at the resort.”

      “You sure that’s a good idea, Noah?” Parker asked, exchanging another look with Nix.

      I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. “Why not? If she’s got office skills, we could use her.”

      “Wouldn’t it complicate things, seeing as you’ve already bedded her and moved on?” Nix added.

      I got the sense they were teaming up on me, and they likely were. As Sage’s best friend, Nix would feel protective of her, and Parker would back him. The Hutchinson family always had each others’ backs.

      “I can keep things professional,” I scowled.

      Besides, who said I’d moved on? Sure, I’d tried to, but I hadn’t felt that pull of attraction, and I’d lost interest. I’d spent the last several weeks focusing on the resort and my family, not random conquests at the bar.

      I hadn’t let myself think too hard about why that was, though, and I wasn’t about to admit that to the guys.
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      Nellie

      

      “I heard the resort is looking for a full-time office administrator.”

      My ears perked up at that piece of information as I strolled arm in arm with Sage along the downtown core of Hartwood Creek. It was the twenty-third of December, and I had one more day to find gifts for everyone on my list.

      I’d put off shopping, first because I hadn’t been feeling the greatest and it was all I could do to make it to work every day, then because I’d needed to process the earth-shattering revelation of impending motherhood and figure out my next steps. This last week, I’d been far too consumed with quitting my job and moving to worry about Christmas. But time was running out.

      My shopping list was rather small. I had already gotten Sage a present months ago, and now I was on the hunt for a gift for Daphne and a host gift for Sage’s aunt and uncle. It’d been kind of them to extend an invitation for me to join them for Christmas dinner, so I didn’t want to turn up empty-handed.

      I also wanted to buy a present for Parker and Tabitha, as a thank you for letting me live in their bachelor apartment without having to put down a deposit, as well gifts for their three kids, because buying gifts for kids was my favourite thing ever.

      Sage still needed to get a couple of gifts, too, so we’d decided to spend the afternoon shopping. Nix was hanging out with Daphne, and we had plans to meet up later in the evening for dinner at The Hungry Hub and take a horsedrawn carriage ride through the snowy streets after. Nix insisted it was an experience we had to have for our first Christmas in Hartwood Creek.

      I’d be having my first Christmas in Hartwood Creek the same time as Sage and Daphne. It felt like they’d lived here for years, even though they’d moved at the end of August. Still, it felt like a lifetime ago that Sage and Daphne had left Guelph—and me.

      “Oh really?” I murmured, my eyes going to a mom-and-pop toy shop down the street that looked like a good candidate for the kids’ gifts I needed to purchase.

      “Yeah, Nix mentioned it this morning. You should send in your resume,” Sage nudged me gently with her elbow.

      “I’ve never really done office work before,” I wrinkled my nose. My last several years of work experience had been at the café. I knew how to manage staff, run the café, and do up schedules, but that was the extent of my experience.

      “I’m sure it’s not that hard. You answer phone calls, book reservations, and I think do some light laundry. Linens and stuff.”

      “Where is this resort?”

      “North of town. Whimsical Woods Resort,” Sage said carefully.

      “Wait…Whimsical Woods…as in Noah’s family’s resort?” I asked, whirling to stare at my friend.

      “How’d you know his family owned it?”

      “We did some talking that night,” I replied, my cheeks heating at the dubious expression on her face. “Okay, maybe I stalked him a little after, but whatever. I’m not working for his family’s resort, Sage. That’s a bad idea.”

      “Or it’s a fantastic idea,” Sage arched her brow at me.

      I glared at her, shaking my head. “I don’t even know if he’s the…you know.” I whispered this last part, not wanting anyone on the street to overhear me, even though nobody was paying us any attention.

      “It’s not like you have to tell him anything about that,” Sage waved away my concern with her free hand.

      “I think he’d notice over time. It’d be so awkward having to work for him,” I shook my head again. “It can’t happen. It’s not going to happen. The last thing I need is more…entanglement with him.”

      I thought about how he’d looked at me the other night when we’d run into each other in the grocery store—with hungry appreciation and unveiled longing.

      Sure, he hadn’t recognized me at first, but he was right. I’d been wearing a full face of special effects makeup the night we hooked up.

      I tried to ignore the heat in my belly that his insinuation that he’d have no problem recognizing my naked body evoked, but I’d been fighting residuals of desire for the past two days. It irked me to no end. I didn’t want to want Noah Wood, especially not now.

      “But they need someone now, and you need to find a job now so you can work enough hours for maternity leave,” Sage pointed out as we drew closer to the toy shop.

      She wasn’t wrong, I really did need to find a new job as quickly as possible. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Okay, good. That’s all I’m asking. The resort is renowned for being one of the best local places to work at. High schoolers fight over the summer student positions, and they pay well. Better than Sal’s café,” Sage assured me.

      I let out an exasperated huff of breath as I opened the door to the toy shop for us both. My jaw immediately dropped when I took in the shop. It was like a colourful toy eutopia.

      The shop lacked the coldness of big box toy stores and instead reminded me of the toy store in A Christmas Story. There was a beautiful Christmas display near the window, with a metal toy train going in circles around what appeared to be a miniature wooden village display of Santa’s workshop.

      I’d been very humbug about Christmas before stepping inside, but after spending a few minutes amidst the warm twinkling lights and beautiful holiday displays, I was beginning to feel my Christmas spirit awakening.

      I picked out toys for Daphne, and Tabitha and Parker’s three kids with Sage’s help while she did her last-minute shopping. When we checked out, the woman at the cash register asked if we wanted them gift-wrapped. We both said yes, me to save some time, and Sage because she knew Daphne would try and sneak a peek at her shopping bags.

      Once the woman wrapped our gifts, she put them in reusable bags to make it easier to carry.

      “How do you keep Daphne out of that place?” I asked as we neared the door, my eyes sweeping around for a final look. I was still in awe. They seemed to have everything: all the current popular toys, as well as an entire section of vintage toys. I could spend hours here, happily combing through every single aisle.

      “It’s difficult,” Sage admitted with a giggle. “I bring her once a month when she’s saved up enough of her chore money to splurge on a new toy. Or whenever she gets invited to a birthday party, which happens a lot during the school year. School-aged children are always having birthday parties. You’ll see.”
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