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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She's always owned a piece of his heart.

      

      

      
        
        Teacher, carpenter and Wardham's #1 son, Kyle Nixon has a pretty sweet life. But he can't shake the secret that he broke Laney Calhoun's heart a decade earlier when she left for medical school--alone.

      

      

      
        
        He was her first love...

      

      

      
        
        Laney's back in her hometown for the first extended holiday visit...ever. And it doesn't take long for the guy who was her first everything to be thrown in her path. And Kyle still takes her breath away, still makes her laugh, and still sees all of her secrets better than anyone else ever has.

      

        

      
        But is a week of holidays enough time to prove he's a different man than the one who let Laney go?
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      Kyle Nixon grabbed the empty bowl of chips from his coffee table and kicked his brother’s feet out of the way as he headed for the kitchen.

      “That’s no way to treat your guests, especially when they’re the ones who provided the entertainment in the first place,” Ian groused, but his grin belied any grumpiness. Kyle knew his older brother was just happy to have a rare afternoon for vegging out on the couch and playing the latest first-person shooter game. Ever since his daughter fell behind in her reading homework, Ian’s wife Carrie had banned video games from their farmhouse.

      As a teacher, Kyle understood.

      As a gamer, though, he felt his brother’s pain.

      The obvious solution had been for Kyle to selflessly volunteer to house the brand new PlayStation at his own place. He was generous like that. It looked fan-fucking-tastic next to his Xbox.

      A knock at the door interrupted his search through his pantry for more snacks. “Evan’s here.”

      “He’ll let himself in,” Ian mumbled between shots fired.

      He would. Kyle’s half-renovated schoolhouse just outside of their small lakeside town had become the de facto bachelor hang-out pad, even though Evan had just built a killer house on the bluffs overlooking his winery.

      The Nixon and West brothers were now from two different worlds, but they were still the best of friends. Video games and beer had a way of bonding guys for life like that.

      Before Kyle could holler that the door was open, Evan was inside, kicking the first snow of the year off his boots. “I’m moving to Hawaii.”

      “You’d miss us too much.”

      “They have people in bikinis and board shorts there, year round. You assholes don’t compete with that kind of eye candy.”

      Kyle snorted. “Then go.”

      Evan growled something about too much work to do and threw himself onto the couch next to Ian. Two grumpy old men. They deserved each other as best friends.

      He resumed his search for snacks. “I’ve got pretzels. Maybe we should order in some pizzas.”

      “Already on it,” Evan said over his shoulder, his eyes not leaving the TV screen. “Ty’s in the city. He’s picking up dinner on his way here.”

      Kyle grabbed his phone and shot off a quick text that they needed more beer. It was shaping up to be that kind of afternoon.

      The fucking awesome kind.

      If his brother and best friends weren’t there, he’d…what? Probably finish the trim along the far wall. Maybe get started on the framing off of his bedroom, which was currently just blocked off by a heavy curtain.

      He liked carpentry, but it was a poor substitute for human company.

      Time to start dating again. But the way things had ended with Crystal, he wanted to have his head on straight.

      As long as his fingers twitched to type Laney Calhoun’s name into the search bar on his Internet browser, he wasn’t ready.

      It had taken a Herculean effort not to stalk her online. He knew she was in Chicago now. Five hour drive if traffic was kind. Just across the Canada-US border.

      Laney Calhoun. Whip-smart, beautiful beyond measure. Hated his guts. Still owned a tiny bit of real estate on his heart and probably always would, because he was a fool.

      He’d hurt her so badly she hadn’t come back to Wardham for longer than a weekend visit in more than a decade.

      And the only time they’d seen each other, in a crowded room at her father’s funeral, he’d found himself at a loss for words.

      He took a deep breath and shook it off. It was for the best that Crystal had left him. And it was for the best that he get over Laney and move on with his life.

      He’d done it once. And now he was doing it again. He squeezed his hands on the edge of the granite countertop. He’d renovated this house up from an empty shell. Designed the kitchen himself. Installed a wood stove in the living room and hung a big screen TV, flanked on either side by bookshelves. It was warm and cozy and the best damn bachelor pad a geek could ever want.

      Now he just needed to get his head back in the game and find a woman to drag back to his lair.
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      “Mr. Nixon!”

      Kyle suppressed a grin as the eager ten-year-old hopped up and down in front of him. “Yes, Michaela?”

      “Andrew’s going to be late, but he has a good reason.”

      “Yeah?” He hovered his pen over the attendance sheet. “Did you see him this morning?”

      She nodded, dancing back and forth on her feet. It was four days before the Christmas break. They were all a little antsy. “His mom is taking him to the grocery store to get some canned goods for the food drive.”

      And the hidden grin fell away. Shit. Andrew’s mother worked two jobs and the last thing she needed to do was buy food to keep up with the Joneses. He hated the messages that the school sent home. Yes, it was important to collect donations for the food bank. But promising the kids that the class with the biggest donation pile would get a pizza lunch on the last day of school before the break…

      He gritted his teeth and gave Michaela a smile. “Thanks. I’ll hold off on ten minutes before sending this down.” Andrew didn’t need another late recorded on his file, either. He cleared his throat and lifted his voice. “Does everyone have their planner out? Good. As soon as the announcements and anthem are over, please write down these three notes for your parents to read.” He pointed at the smart board. “And once you’ve got that done, find your free reading book for the week. I want everyone to have at least one chapter read before we move on to the science lesson.”

      As the intercom squawked to life, the door flung open and Andrew hurried through. Kyle gave him a welcoming wave and marked him as present. “And who wants to take the attendance down to the office?”
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      At the end of the day, he straightened up his classroom and finished his notes on the reading assessments he’d done on two students that day. One was just fine, but the other was falling behind. He’d bring it up with the reading resource teacher the next day, but tonight he had something just as important to do.

      He drove the few blocks from the school to Wardham’s main drag and parked in front of his sister-in-law’s bakery. He’d grab some coffee and muffins once he’d done this one little good deed.

      At least he hoped it was a good idea.

      Karen Miller wouldn’t hesitate to tell him if he was on the wrong track. And she’d keep his secret if it was a good plan.

      He found her in the back office at Wardham Grocery, and knocked on the open door. She glanced up from her computer. “Hey.”

      Karen had been a year between Ian and Kyle at school, and he’d always liked her. Date this one, his brain said. She was pretty and smart and kind, and just as much a homebody as Kyle was. Karen would never leave Wardham. She wasn’t destined for Harvard and a big-city career as a surgeon.

      But his heart didn’t leap at the warm, welcoming smile on the other side of the desk. And in the thirty years they’d known each other, not once had she ever shown any interest in him beyond board game nights and trading library book recommendations back and forth.

      “Earth to Kyle…”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Sorry. Long day.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “What’s up?”

      “I need a favour, and I’m treading close to the line in even talking about this with you, so I don’t want you to ask me why and this has to stay between us.”

      Her eyebrows hit the roof. “Okay.”

      “For real.”

      “I only gossip about your dating life. Mum’s the word if it’s anything else.”

      “No worries on that front.” He took a deep breath. “You pay pretty close attention to who’s in the shop, right? Work the front cash sometimes, that kind of thing?”

      She nodded. “Of course. For the gossip.” She winked. “And other reasons.”

      “One of my students…I’d like his mother to win a gift card that I’ll pay for. Tell her it’s the person who shopped just before her, or she’s the random hundredth shopper of the day, something like that.”

      “We rarely get a hundred shoppers in a single day.”

      “Week, then. You know what I mean.”

      Her eyes went soft and she dropped the teasing tone. “I do. Who’s the student?”

      He hesitated, then gave her Andrew’s mother’s full name.

      Instantly, she was out of her chair and her arms were wrapped around his neck. “Kyle Nixon, you’re a good fucking egg, you know that?”

      He laughed and returned her hug. “Tell my mom that.”

      “I will. And then we’ll find you a nice girl to settle down with.”

      “Nope, don’t do that.”

      “Too late, already on it.” She squeezed him tight, then stepped back. “Just tell me how much and consider it done. She’s in here a few times a week.”

      “Thanks. I owe you one.”

      “Not at all. Happy to help. Tis the season, and all that.”
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      Laney slid her laptop into her leather messenger bag and flicked off the overhead light in her office. She paused at her secretary’s desk to steal a peppermint chocolate square and drop off a light blue jewelry box wrapped in a white ribbon. One of the perks of living and working in downtown Chicago—easy access to awesome shopping.

      The tap and scratch of pen on paper sounded from across the hall and she hesitated. She could sneak out, but she wanted this resolved before the holidays. The affair with Rick had been a mistake from the beginning, they were on the same page about that, but how do you move back to just being friends and colleagues?

      The door pushed open as she knocked, and Rick looked up from his desk. “You’re off, then?”

      “Yep. I just wanted to say...Merry Christmas.”

      “You sure I can’t convince you to come to the lake house with me?”

      She shook her head with a rueful smile. “Let’s not do this again, Rick. I’m not the girl you should take home to meet your mom.”

      “I know. Woulda been convenient if you were.” He returned her bittersweet expression and gestured for her to take a seat. “Don’t you ever want more, though?”

      “I...I used to.” She sagged into one of the two chairs across from him and scrubbed her face with her hands. Once upon a time, she’d wanted it all. “If I was capable of falling in love, you’d be the perfect guy.”

      “Shame that’s not how it actually works.”

      She bit her lip and nodded, although it wasn’t like she was an expert on healthy relationships. Quite the opposite. Laney had banned emotional entanglements from her life a long time ago. Never again would she be vulnerable and give her heart to someone. It wasn’t worth the pain.

      She barely did physical relationships, only agreeing to enter into a sexual arrangement if the interested party understood he would need to get tested and be monogamous for the duration. Condoms and birth control were mandatory. Most men cooled off in a hurry when they heard those terms. Rick had chuckled and scheduled a follow up discussion for a week later, when he presented her with a clean bill of health.

      They joined DermaNorth at the same time a year earlier, both fresh out of plastic surgery residency programs, and she had seen him date two other women in the intervening months. Both relationships had been casual, brief and ended amicably, exactly what she liked. So they negotiated terms: Laney wanted an escort to fundraising events and didn’t like overnight guests; Rick didn’t want to leave in the middle of the night, but promised not to linger in the morning or expect breakfast.

      “I’m sorry that I changed the rules on you.”

      Seriously, what kind of guy apologizes after a woman breaks up with him? Laney hated herself a little bit for not being open to exploring something more with Rick. But while their time together had been nice, that’s all it had been. Physical compatibility and pleasant conversation. “What happened? Is it the holidays? More pressure from your parents?”

      “Honestly? I think it was my birthday. Another year older, and what do I have to show for it?”

      Laney cocked her eyebrow in disbelief. “Your career?”

      “There’s gotta be more to life than this, Laney.” His lips quirked, then he cleared his throat. “Well, for us mere mortals, anyway.”

      “Hey! I have a life outside work.” She paused, then dipped her head, acknowledging the point. “Okay, I don’t, but—”

      He interrupted her with a chuckle and she feigned a glower before continuing. “I get it, I really do. You want someone to come home to at the end of the day, even if it’s in the middle of the night and all they do is rub your back for a minute after you stumble to bed. Someone who knows that when you scratch your nose at family dinners, it means you need to be rescued. Someone who can read your moods and bring you wine or chocolate or run you a bath without being asked. You’re ready for sweatpants and watching TV on the couch, and loving every minute of it.”

      He stared at her, and she realized her voice had drifted to a whisper. “Holy shit.”

      “What?”

      “Laney Calhoun, you’ve been in love before.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Tell me about him.” He leaned forward, propped his elbows on the desk, and steepled his fingers. The wicked gleam in his eyes was annoying, but at least she didn’t need to worry about leaving a broken heart behind over the holidays.

      “Never going to happen.” She pushed herself to a stand. “It’s late, I have to go.”

      “Hey.” Rick raised his hands, as if stop her, then dropped them to his desk. “Have a safe trip.”
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      She inched her car forward. She’d made it to Detroit without hitting much traffic, but there was always a bit of a line at the border. Bright lights flooded the concrete area around the toll booths, obscuring the rise of the Ambassador Bridge against the early dawn sky. She counted the coins she needed again, knowing she had the right amount but indulging her obsessive nature because no one was there to make fun of her. As the truck in front eased past the toll booth onto the bridge, she rolled down her window. This routine was familiar, if not comfortable. Heading home always stirred up conflicting emotions. On the other side of the bridge lay the university. She could already feel the pang of regret that would lance through her gut as she drove past, an unavoidable reaction to a place so tied up in her memories of Kyle. The library. Their favourite Italian restaurant just off-campus. A few blocks further, and she’d pass his first apartment. It would have been her first home away from the farm if things had worked out differently.

      She’d only seen him once in the last decade, at her father’s funeral two years earlier. A decade had hardened her heart enough that she was able to shake his hand and ignore the liquid warmth that slithered up her arm. Able to hear his words of condolences and pretend they wouldn’t ring in her ears for hours after. He stood in front of her in the church basement for a few extra moments, the line of community members paused behind him, and for a moment she thought he would say something else, but then he shook his head and moved on to give her mother a quick hug and repeat the same generic platitudes. By the time the receiving line had dwindled, he was gone. It was for the best, she had reminded herself at the time. No point in picking at old wounds. She’d learned her lesson twelve years ago, the last summer she spent in Wardham, the first summer she’d allowed herself to have a fling. The only summer she’d spent in love.

       The delay wasn’t significant on the other side of the bridge. Within minutes, she had pulled up to the Canadian border crossing and was handing over her identification to the guard in the booth.

      “Where are you from?”

      “I’m a Canadian citizen living and working in Chicago.”

      “Do you have any alcohol or tobacco in the car?”

      “One bottle of champagne.”

      “Anything else to declare?”

      “No.”

      “Welcome home.” The border guard passed back her passport and waved her on.

      For better or worse, Laney thought.

      Traffic thinned and the first rays of a winter sun appeared on the horizon. In her rearview mirror, Windsor and the United States behind it were still dark with night. On either side of the highway, drifts of snow spotted the fields. Lights flicked on in barns and farmhouses, and Laney kept her eyes peeled for suicidal deer as she passed the occasional stand of trees. Fifteen minutes down the highway, she took the bypass to the exit for Wardham, and despite her previous reservations, she smiled. Essex County would forever be home in her heart.

      Three side roads zipped past before the home stretch. She knew this road well. The next farm belonged to the Frids, the one after that to the De Limas. The old school house on the corner had been an artist’s retreat the last time she was home, but the sign was gone now. If she kept driving straight, she’d soon be in town, all six streets of it, then catch a first glimpse of Lake Erie. She used to love the town beach, calm water stretching out as far as the eye could see. As she did every time she visited, however, she turned left on Concession Road 2. She only came home to visit her family, and probably would stay at the farm until she left again for Chicago.

      There, on top of a slight rise, was Evening Lane Farm. Her parents had liked to tell people that they’d named it after their daughters, but Laney and Evie knew it was the other way around. They didn’t mind. The farm was beautiful, the long lane lined with oak trees leading to a gabled yellow brick house, the pastures to the east and west neatly squared off with white fence. A wide lawn stretched between the house and the two barns farther back, and the gravel drive continued past it, disappearing behind the larger barn, all the way to the bush. Her dad had loved taking them out on the wagon to choose a Christmas tree. Last year they’d picked one up at the grocery store in town. Last year, she’d only come home for two days.

      The kitchen light was on already when she pulled her car to a stop beside the house. She grabbed her empty Starbucks travel mug and stepped into the frosty air.

      “Delaney Calhoun, you must have driven all night!”

      “Hey, Mom.” She jogged to the open door and swept her mother into a big bear hug. “Look at you, you’re practically disappearing on me.”

      Claire Calhoun blushed and patted her trim hips. “Evie has me doing Pilates five mornings a week. You’re lucky today is a rest day.”

      “You look great.” Laney hung her coat on her hook behind the kitchen door, labeled with crayon lettering her eight-year-old self had pressed into the wood, claiming that spot forever. “Coffee on?”

      “Of course. Your sister and the boys will be down any minute. I thought I’d make eggs and bacon for breakfast, but Evie has a new protein pancake recipe she wants to try out instead.”

      Laney made a face. At least the coffee would be good.

      “How’s she doing, anyway?”

      “Better than I am.”

      “I’d hope so. Her husband was a douchebag, Mom, and he didn’t die. Big difference.”

      “I know, but there’s still grief in divorce.”

      “They tell you that in group therapy?”

      “How’d you know?” Claire smiled brightly. “I think they were also supposed to tell you that at medical school, smarty-pants.”

      Laney opened her mouth to point out that med school was actually quite a long time ago, and counselling wasn’t a significant part of the curriculum anyway, but she was interrupted by what sounded like a stampede of elephants coming down the stairs.

      “SLOW DOWN. Seriously, Connor, you’re going to kill your brother. Max, don’t push him.”

      As if they hadn’t heard their mother, two very excited little boys slid into the kitchen on sock feet and bounced into the new arrival.

      “Aunt Laney, Aunt Laney, you’re here!”

      “Did you bring us presents?”

      “We’re going to get a tree today!”

      “Do you want to see a magic trick?”

      “You can sleep in our room if you want.”

      “We’ve been really good, don’t listen to mom.”

      Laney collapsed into a pile of excited chatter with two of her most favourite people and beamed up at her older sister. “Hey! So we’re getting a tree today?”

      Connor poked her in the shoulder. “Don’t forget about the presents.”

      Evie hauled him off the floor with a gentle reminder that eight-year-old boys should mind their manners and set good examples for their little brothers by offering to help make breakfast before they start asking about presents.

      “Would you like some cardboard pancakes, Aunt Laney?”

      “Why yes, Connor, I would, thank you. I love cardboard.” She winked at Evie. “No cheat days over the holidays, sis?”

      “Maybe for Christmas morning. But you’re here for ten days. If we ate crap that long, we wouldn’t have any energy to tromp through the bush, or have snowball fights, would we guys?”

      Max pulled on Laney’s hand. She bent down and he whispered in her ear, “I don’t mind the pancakes. Grandma lets us have as much maple syrup as we want.”

      “Good to know,” she whispered back.

       Max was right. With enough syrup, the pancakes made from egg whites, oats and cottage cheese didn’t taste bad at all.

      After breakfast, Laney cleared the table and ran the dishwasher. As she wiped down the counter, Evie came into the kitchen dressed in yoga pants and a long sleeve t-shirt with a puffy down vest over top. Her long blond hair was pulled into a high ponytail. They shared the same blue eyes and fair colouring, but Laney didn’t see the faint lines on her older sister that she could feel on her own face. It might be time for Botox. “Where are you off to?”

      “I have to run into town for a bit, I’ve got a group Pilates session at the studio and we’re low on groceries. I’ll show you the app I use on my phone, you can add stuff to the list before I get to the store.”

      “Multi-tasking mom, eh?”

      Evie paused and grinned. “And loving every second of it. Little did I know that divorce would be the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “I want to hear all about that later. What should I do while you’re gone?”

      “Convince the boys to get dressed? We’ll go to the bush to get a tree when I get back.”

      Laney reached her hand out to rest on Evie’s arm. “Is Mom going to be okay with that?”

      “Of course! Her idea, actually. She’s gone over to Ted’s farm to pick up the wagon.”
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