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      Between working at my family’s store and growing my graphic design business, my life is scheduled to the minute.

      In my notebook. With stickers.

      So why did I volunteer for the Oktoberfest planning committee? I have nothing to prove. Everyone in MacLeod’s Cove knows I’m the scarred troublemaker who might be turning her life around but will probably screw up again.

      Aren’t small towns great?

      Nate, one of the other volunteers on the committee, hires me to update the marketing for his craft brewery. Turns out he’s not such a bad guy. His sweet smile and sexy arms make up for his need to be the boss of everything.  

      But then I mess up, again, and give into temptation. Now Nate assumes we’re dating. Heck, everyone in town thinks we’re a couple. I’m not sure what we’re doing but it’s not a relationship because those take patience, which I don’t have.

      He can argue all he wants that he’s strong enough to handle my quirks, but I know he’s better off without me. We’ve gone from friends to lovers, and that may have been my biggest screw-up ever.
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      Amelia Bennett dashed into the office of Bennett’s Market, the grocery store owned by her family since forever. “I have to run.” She pulled leggings off from under her skirt and exchanged flat shoes for the cutest sandals ever.

      “Where are you headed?” Nicole, favourite and only sibling, stared at the computer screen, a crease between her brows. Amelia warned her frequently that frowns created wrinkles.

      “The planning meeting, which better not last forever because I have an appointment with a client.” Amelia fanned her face. The aforementioned dashing in the late summer heat had raised a layer of sweat across her brow. The store’s air conditioning wasn’t helping. If her makeup was ruined, she’d never make the meeting. Twenty minutes until start time, the meeting room was a four-minute drive away, leaving a sixteen-minute cushion. Not enough when she drove with more care than some people thought necessary. Some people had no idea what they were talking about.

      “Why did you volunteer for the Oktoberfest thing when you don’t have time to breathe?”

      A slight exaggeration but defending her life choices would take too long. She needed to stay busy for an array of reasons, the most important of which was her own roof over her head. “Krista caught me at a weak moment.”

      Nicole grinned in an annoying, older sister way. “I told you, you’re wasting too much time at the craft shop.”

      “First of all, that’s an oxymoron ... I think.” Krista’s Crafts was her second favourite store in MacLeod’s Cove. Shelves and shelves were crammed with notebooks, scrapbooking supplies, and her favourite pens. Not to mention the fun planner do-dads like decorative tape and stickers. The store was a slice of dangerous heaven.

      “And the second thing?” Nicole tapped the keyboard. Her ability to multi-task amazed Amelia. If she tried carrying on a conversation while typing, she’d end up with two garbled messes.

      “The second what?” Amelia lifted a foot to study her sandal. Yes, they were from one of the famous shoe designers. And yes, she’d bought them for a tenth of the retail price. But neither would do her any good if she was lame by the end of the day. She could deal with a smidgen of pain but at the first hint of a blister, they’d be in the charity bin.

      “You said first of all, which led me to believe there’s a follow-up point. Never mind. When you have a moment—”

      “What?” Amelia tapped the toe she’d eased through the doorway into the grocery store she helped run with Nicole and her husband.

      “Have you decided about the space upstairs?” Nicole reclined in her chair, her cute little baby bump now visible. She’d be shopping for maternity clothes soon. Amelia couldn’t wait to inject modern style into her sister’s wardrobe.

      The space upstairs. Dusty, dark, and dismal. She had the brilliant idea to convert the largest room to an area for cooking demonstrations or small parties, but her graphic design business had picked up, and she lost interest. Plus, given the state of the store’s finances, climbing out of the red after years of Dad’s lackadaisical management, a lot of the grunt work would fall under the DIY category. She didn’t mind running the vacuum around but drew the line at … well … anything involving a hammer or a screwdriver. Her manicure would never survive.

      Granted, working appliances and new kitchen flooring had been installed when Nicole and Ross crashed there for a couple months before and after their wedding, but the windows faced north. Dreary.

      Amelia inched through the doorway. She’d be late by other people’s standards if she didn’t leave within the next ten seconds. “I like the idea of the demo area, but I’d also like to use part of the space for my office.”

      “Great idea.” Nicole hit a key several times. “I don’t have the patience for this.”

      “Bad day?” Resigned to acting the sympathetic sister for a few seconds, Amelia leaned against the doorframe.

      “Lack of sleep is catching up with me.” Nicole punctuated the sentence with a huge yawn. “Women’s bodies are not well designed. Putting the bladder next to an expanding uterus was poor planning.”

      Amelia laughed, not having had that particular pleasure. Almost, though. “The problem passes, right?”

      “Thank goodness. In the meantime, I need to pee every couple hours round the clock.”

      “Good practice for all those late-night feedings.” Amelia was thrilled for her big sister. A handsome husband, a job she enjoyed, and a baby on the way. Moments of envy were few and far between. Not non-existent, she wasn’t a fairy princess. Besides, she had her own dreams.

      Nicole’s face got soft and wistful. “It’ll be worth it.”

      Officially late, but ... “Returning to the upstairs discussion, I think we’re running a mouse hotel.”

      Nicole shuddered. “We heard the buggers scampering around in the walls when we lived there over the winter. Ross set traps, but we only caught two mice. Smart little vermin.”

      “Should I call an exterminator?”

      “We use Critter-B-Gone for the store.”

      Amelia pulled her newest planner binder from her bag and opened it to the section of notepaper. But not before stroking the ivory-coloured leather, embossed with her initials in rose gold.

      A planned life was a happy life. No surprises, and no vast, aimless, empty hours. Plus, if she appeared to be busy, everybody would assume she was successful and happy. And appearances were everything.

      She noted the exterminator’s name and then placed one of the ‘llama wearing sunglasses’ stickers next to the note. She slipped the planner into her bag. “Now I have to dash.”

      “Good luck. Hope there isn’t too much of a mess.”

      As Amelia headed toward the store’s front exit, she, too, hoped there was no mess. The original Oktoberfest committee had run into difficulties. One health crisis, one injured husband, and one better job in the city, hence the need for new suckers … volunteers … only two months before the event. She pushed through the door and cringed, skin prickling with sweat from the hot, humid air of the first day of August in Nova Scotia. At least the ocean breeze kept the temperature bearable.

      To say the car interior was an oven was an understatement, but she didn’t have time to let the AC run. She cranked the engine. “Come on, Pumpkin, don’t fail me now.” She breathed a sigh of relief when the sputtering settled into a smoother grumble, angled the vents to hit her face, and checked her reflection in the visor mirror. Satisfied with her near-perfect appearance, she headed toward Town Hall.
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      Nate Hardwick’s back ached. And Jinny had said something. “Sorry, my mind was wandering.”

      “I said we need a different label for the wheat beer.” His little sister peeled a label from the roll and placed it on the bottle, her tongue between her lips like always when she concentrated.

      “Yeah, when I find a couple of extra hours in the day.” Nate hated sounding like the bear some said he resembled but damn, he was tired. And frustrated. Making his dream a reality was taking longer than planned.

      “Hey, lighten up. I’m not accusing you or anything.”

      “I’m sorry.” He gave Jinny a hug before grabbing another carton of sterilized bottles from the stack. Only another dozen to fill. Then he’d test the alcohol content of the autumn ale. At some point, he’d search for another supplier of hops. And then he’d think about the labels. The joys of running a craft brewery on a shoestring budget with a staff of two. The shoestrings were frayed and knotted, and the staff was weary.

      A huge mortgage hung over Hardwick Farm Brewery, and the crowded work area and malfunctioning primary fermenter weren’t much to show for it. “I’m feeling snowed under right now.”

      “Good thing it’s August. The snow’s all melted.”

      “Hardy har har. You have any ideas for the label?” Nate shut off the bottle filler. He was putting too much pressure on Jinny’s young shoulders, expecting her to work in the brewery because they were family. She claimed she was happy, but she must have other dreams for her future, like making use of her pre-med degree.

      “Well, a sheaf of wheat would be too obvious.” She slid a bottle into the carton and reached for an empty box.

      “True.”

      “But the label needs to tell the consumer what’s in the bottle.”

      “Like the words wheat beer?”

      Jinny stuck out her tongue, her usual response to his teasing. “Hardwick Farm should have a unifying theme.”

      “I ask again, any ideas?”

      “I’m not an artist.”

      “Neither am I, and here’s the proof.” He held up one of the labels for the IPA. He’d lucked out finding the font and purchased the rights when the designer had been starting out. But his own attempt at the image, with neither the knowledge nor the software, sucked so bad he was embarrassed to see his bottles in the Sail & Anchor.

      Most of the customers in MacLeod’s Cove’s oldest pub probably didn’t care if the label was drawn with a crayon, but he cared. “What we need is an artist who loves the beer so much, he’ll donate his services to ensure we don’t go out of business.”

      “We’re not in trouble, are we?”

      At the sight of her frown, he said, “Nah, we’ll be okay.” Provided sales didn’t drop, the price of hops didn’t rise, and the ancient barn with its old wiring didn’t burst into flames.

      “At least you’ve got a steady order coming from the Sail & Anchor with all the tourists swarming the town.” Jinny filled the case and shoved it along the counter before grabbing another and starting the process all over again. “They’ll love your beer, and Stu will increase his order. We’ll make buckets of money.”

      “I love your optimism.” Hope springs eternal, etcetera. Hope didn’t pay the bills.

      A few minutes later, he stacked the last filled carton, ready for delivery in about a week. “I’m running into town. I’ll stop by Bennett’s if you need anything.”

      “I’m good. Oh, is this the Oktoberfest meeting thing? Better not be late or you’ll be stuck with the job no one else wanted.”

      “I’ve got plenty of time. This’ll be a great event for beer sales. If everything goes to plan, we can launch the winter ale.” For which he needed a catchy name. Snowflake? Too many negative connotations these days. Frozen? Heck, the word was probably trademarked.

      “I’ll do laundry while you’re gone.”

      “I’ll take care of it when—”

      “My turn and I need something to do.”

      “I won’t be long.”

      After a quick hug, he strode from the barn. Old habits die hard. He’d been watching out for Jinny since he was in grade twelve and she’d just started school. He needed to stop thinking of her as his wounded little sister. She was a grown-up, a woman, able to make her own choices.

      He climbed into his old truck and chugged along the gravel driveway. Maybe Jinny would like to help with Oktoberfest. She could meet a nice guy and have fun. But not too much fun.
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      Amelia sat in the front row of the second-floor meeting room in the town hall. She opened her planner and turned to the page adorned with autumn leaves decorative tape and pumpkin stickers.

      She needn’t have worried about being late. Even driving her customary five kilometers below the limit, she still arrived on time, which some people would consider ten minutes early. One of the perks of living in a small town with no traffic lights.

      The meeting attendees were mostly familiar faces. Stu owned the Sail & Anchor pub. Jan owned the Roasted Bean Café, part coffee shop and part bakery with the most delicious ginger snaps in the world. Sylvia, who held her sleeping toddler, managed Salty Books, one of the three bookstores in town and the best one in Amelia’s opinion. And Chloe, a teller at the bank, stood at the front of the room next to the mayor.

      The only person Amelia couldn’t put a name to was the handsome guy who’d just arrived and sat near the door. He seemed familiar, perhaps they went to the same high school. Way back in the mists of time when she had eyes for only her one true love, and before her life had finished its journey to Crapville.

      She pretended to scope out the room in order to get another look. He sure was attractive, in a big and hairy way. Nope. Didn’t matter if he was the next Hollywood heartthrob, she didn’t have the time or energy for another person right now.

      Relationships were messy. Marrying her high school sweetheart a week after her eighteenth birthday didn’t allow for much experience in the dating pool, but she knew what she knew. Her parent’s marriage was a fiasco. Jan’s husband had gone through the classic mid-life crisis, complete with a new woman. And her friend Mina’s husband had lived a secret life that shocked everyone.

      Sure, Amelia had briefly dated the neighbour’s son, Daniel. Good looking and wealthy, he was the town’s most eligible bachelor when he came home to take care of his mom. They went on two dates, had fun, but there was no zing.

      One disastrous marriage and one failed-before-it-began relationship suggested a celibate lifestyle was a better option, along with a large collection of erotica. And stock in a battery company.

      She peeked at the stranger again from beneath her bangs. All big and strong and manly. But even if he was single, which was unlikely, she wasn’t interested.

      No flings, no hook-ups, no nothing.

      She settled in the chair, eyes glued to the two people in the front of the room.

      Tom, the mayor, cleared his throat. “Listen up, folks. Chloe?”

      “Thank you all for coming. I have all the notes from Wanda.” Chloe gestured to an old binder on a table. “Most of the work is done. A few decisions to make and then it’s a just management thing.”

      Amelia raised her hand. “Wanda is stepping back completely?”

      “Unfortunately. She’ll be available to answer questions, but that’s it.”

      “I’ll help out.” Amelia raised her brows at the others.

      “Me, too.” Stu pulled what appeared to be a gas station receipt from his pocket and clicked his pen way too many times. “Remind me of the dates?”

      “Third Saturday in October.” Tom glanced at his papers. “The nineteenth.”

      “Gives us two months, should be no problem.” Stu turned to the woman beside him. “You in, Jan?”

      Jan shifted in her chair. “I’m not sure how much hands-on help I can contribute. I’ve got weddings booked for every weekend through the end of October.”

      “Your expertise in organizing events will be invaluable.” Amelia had some idea of what she volunteered for. No way could three people handle everything.

      “Count me in.” Jan smiled at Amelia. “I’ll have lemon squares in the cafe tomorrow.”

      Amelia’s mouth watered like the Pavlov guy’s dog. “Fabulous. I’ll see you tomorrow.” So her waistband would get tighter, a small price to pay for her favourite treat. Besides, she didn’t spend a lot of money at the Roasted Bean.

      “I’ll help, too.”

      The deep, deep, soft voice of the big, hairy guy sent prickles along Amelia’s skin.

      “Thank you, Nate.” Tom scribbled a note. “I see you’ve put in a proposal for the beer concession.”

      Nate? The name rang a bell. And the beer thing … she twisted in her seat. “Hardwick Farm?”

      He met her gaze, his bronze-coloured eyes crinkling at the corners with his smile. “Yes, and you’re from Bennett’s Market.”

      “I’m Amelia, nice to meet you. Your wheat beer is delicious.”

      “Thanks. Much appreciated.” He focused again on the mayor. “I’ll have three varieties of beer.”

      “It’ll be you and Seaspray Brewing, so you’ll get a good share of the business.” Tom, who regularly closed the pub now that his marriage teetered on the brink, would know about beer. Poor guy. She could sympathize with the bone-deep, soul-crushing loneliness that sucked the joy out of the day. Reason number seventy-three to be on her own.

      “Good to know.” Nate gave her another smile, and a tiny piece of her heart shimmered.

      Bad, bad, bad. Wipe that idea out of your head, Princess. She couldn’t handle a relationship. Not now, maybe not ever. Relationships required the sharing of hopes and fears and … gulp … emotions. She didn’t do emotions.

      “Okay, so we’ve got a committee of four. Anyone else?” Tom checked his watch for the tenth time.

      Sylvia shifted the sleeping toddler to her other shoulder. “I’d like to help. I know how important Oktoberfest is to the town, the big splash at the end of the tourist season and all. With two little ones … sign me up for licking envelopes or something I can do from my desk at the bookstore.”

      Amelia smiled at the young woman who supplied her with all the romance novels she could read, especially those with half-naked men on the covers. The adorable child in her arms stuck a thumb in his mouth.

      Amelia turned back to her notes. This was neither the time nor the place to dwell on what might have been.

      “And like Chloe said, Wanda is willing to help from the wings.” The mayor stacked his papers in order, a silent call to end the meeting.

      Somehow, she and Nate were the last to leave.

      He held the door open for her. “I appreciate what you said about my beer.”

      She brushed past, the heat from his body and faint spiciness of his scent acted like a match to her libido firecracker. He didn’t smell like beer or the bear he resembled. Not a killer grizzly, more a strong, macho teddy bear. “I meant it. The last few times I’ve been in the pub I’ve ordered a pint.”

      “Have you tried the IPA?”

      She turned on the stairs and wrinkled her nose. “Not my thing.”

      “Yeah, I gathered.” His smile up close was lethal.
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      Amelia staggered onto the sidewalk and sucked in air free of Nate’s pheromones. But then he stepped up next to her on the sidewalk like a tall, handsome magnet for womanly desire. Uneasy with the silence, she said, “I love summers by the sea. The brilliant light, the balmy evenings, the way the mist hovers over the water at dawn.”

      She caught him staring with a strange expression on his face. Shoot me for appreciating nature. Geez. “Well—”

      “Do you … sorry, you were about to say?”

      Amelia checked that her bangs were in place. “I should get going. What were you about to say?”

      “I thought we could get a coffee and discuss where we go from here.”

      The meeting hadn’t taken as long as she feared, leaving time to start whipping the festival into shape. “Good idea. Hey, Stu?” She hurried after the pub owner, cursing again her choice in sandals. She’d save them for when she wouldn’t need to walk. “Nate suggested we discuss our next steps. You have time to join us at the Bean?”

      “Sounds good to me. There’s Chloe. Let me see if she’s free.”

      Sylvia had already driven away, so the four of them walked two blocks down the hill to the coffee shop. Jan was already behind the counter manning the shiny, intricate coffee machine.

      They ordered their drinks and grabbed a table. Amelia retrieved her notebook from her bag and flipped to the appropriate page. She should have brought the smaller version of the llama stickers for bullet points.

      Chloe set the binder held together with duct tape on the table with a thud. “These are notes from last year. The usual location won’t work because the field got sold and the buyer planted corn or something. Seth will let us use his big field out on Route 325. More space and better parking.”

      Jan perched on a chair. “Near the turn off to First South? The tent guy should check it out. Big trees might get in the way.”

      “I’ll call him. Who is the tent guy?” Amelia jotted another note before reaching for the binder. Sticky notes jutted at odd angles, and loose papers were crammed inside the front cover.

      “Jack Phillips does the marquees for all the outdoor weddings around here. Good guy. I’ll email you his contact info.” Jan hurried back to the counter to wait on another customer.

      “Hasn’t the tent been reserved already?” Amelia opened the binder, cringing at the disorganized mess.

      “There was some … ah … confusion over size.” Chloe coloured prettily, a soft wash of pink on her cheeks. Not the violent red blotches of Amelia’s blushes, lucky her.

      So, the committee hadn’t played happy families. Not surprising, given the former chairwoman. Whenever Wanda shopped in Bennett’s, Amelia hid in the office. If she was stuck at the register, she plastered on a smile and daydreamed about foreign travel.

      “Does the location limit the size of the tent?” Amelia sipped her mocha latte, proof that chocolate improved everything.

      “Shouldn’t, it’s a large field,” Chloe said. “Unless, like Jan said, the trees are an issue.”

      “I’ll make an appointment with Jack and let you all know when.” Amelia jotted everyone’s contact info on a fresh sheet of dot grid notepaper, one she’d outlined with skinny decorative tape in a pumpkin and ghost pattern.

      “Sounds good. See you later.” Stu snapped a lid on his cup and sauntered out, waving to Jan at work with her coffee machine.

      Chloe stood and pushed in her chair. “I’m glad you’re helping, Amelia. You always seem so organized. I’ll leave this,” she indicated the beat-up binder, “for you guys to review. I need to get back to work.” She all but ran for the door.

      Amelia bet a jar of hazelnut spread they wouldn’t be seeing a lot of Chloe in the future. No worries. Amelia could take over leadership and make sure things were done correctly. Not in a bossy way or anything. A ship needed a captain at the helm, otherwise it risked running aground. Great metaphor to use in a fishing town. The captain and crew needed to be a cohesive unit, and she looked forward to joining … leading the team. Plus, her position on the committee could ensure some of the food for the concessions came from her store.

      Her phone buzzed. A text from her client to reschedule their meeting. Didn’t she understand the word deadline? Getting the job to the printers in time would now be impossible. Amelia replied that she’d be in touch on Monday.

      With no urgent appointment, she could return to Bennett’s and finish designing the sales flyer for the following week. Yippee.

      “What do you do at Bennett’s?”

      Amelia jumped, having forgotten Nate. Surprising since he filled so much space in the cosy café. “I handle the marketing and work checkout when needed. My sister, Nicole, manages the store day to day, and her husband, Ross, does the ordering and financials.”

      “A true family business.”

      “You have a partner?” And not a business partner. Big, handsome guy must be taken. Lack of a wedding ring meant nothing these days.

      He grinned in the crooked way she found so adorable on a guy. On this guy, the smile went beyond adorable. “My little sister helps out.”

      “So, yours is a family business, too.”

      “Family is less inclined to quit when their paycheque is late.”

      She laughed. A glittery bubble of happiness popped in her chest.

      Stop it. Getting a crush was Not On The Schedule.

      “Hey, Frankie.”

      Day officially ruined. Lauren “The Viper” Seaver, in all her nasty glory, had oozed into the café. She should do something about those nose hairs. Amelia inhaled to a five count while picturing her anger demon locked inside its box. A counsellor, one of many, suggested that banishing her anger would be easier if it had an image. Amelia’s anger was enormous, scaly, and breathed fire from between fangs dripping venom. Not someone to run into after dark. Lauren should count herself lucky Amelia kept her monster contained.

      “Hi, Lauren. Haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “We’ve been away, travelling and such.” Lauren turned to Nate and her smile grew in strength by megawatts. She’d always been a woman who treated men like gods and women like shit. “Nate. How are you? How is your little craft brewery doing?”

      “Doing great, expanding all the time. Say hi to William for me.” Those were Nate’s words. His smile and body language said, ‘go away, you spoiled bitch’.

      Lauren narrowed her eyes. “I’d love to chat but don’t want to interrupt. Lovely to see you, Nate.” Her eyes were like missiles of ice by the time she focused on Amelia. “Amelia.” She joined her friend, another girl who’d been a bane of Amelia’s teen years.

      Amelia pictured her anger dissipating like a drop of red food colouring in a glass of water, diffusing and dissolving until the colour vanished.

      “Why did she call you Frankie?” Nate leaned his forearms on the table, his large hands clasped, the picture of calm. Would she ever be calm without Strategies and Mechanisms?

      She met and held his gaze, searching for a hidden agenda behind those dark, caramel eyes framed by short, thick lashes, but found genuine curiosity. The nickname had plagued her through high school. Short for Frankenstein, of course, since she’d been, and was, a scarred monster. Though as everyone should know, the doctor bore that name.

      She touched her bangs to make sure they were in place and shrugged. “Just a nickname.” She finished her coffee and tossed her cup away. Too bad she couldn’t toss away those years of her life.
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      Amelia slipped her purse over her shoulder and reached for the binder, as did Nate. She didn’t let go. She’d relinquished control of too much of her life. Sure, most of the turmoil was her fault, or the fault of her issue, but that didn’t matter.

      Nate gave a slight tug. She tugged harder and met his smile with her own, probably reminiscent of a cartoon villain. His grin widened and he let go.

      Score one for her.

      She tucked her notebook into her purse before heading toward the door, with Nate on her heels. She paused on the sidewalk to juggle the binder before the cover fell off. “I guess I’ll see you when we meet the tent guy.” She squinted in the bright August sunshine as she looked way, way up at the reddish highlights in his short beard and lightly tanned cheekbones.

      “You want to discuss other festival stuff over a burger at the pub?”

      Her stomach rumbled at the mention of one of Sail & Anchor’s thick and juicy burgers, topped with caramelized onions and a secret-recipe sauce she could eat with a spoon. She checked her phone as if concerned that she needed to race to some super-important meeting. But the image of a burger was lodged in her brain. Eating the leftover fish chowder she’d planned for lunch at her dad’s house couldn’t compete.

      She could get take-out. Nah, might come across as rude. What would be the harm in spending an hour with the guy?

      “Sounds good. I’m parked down this way.” She headed for the corner crosswalk fully aware of his tall, powerful body falling in step beside her.

      They’d gone half a block when a horrible suspicion poked her brain in time to her footsteps. She stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to make her point. “This isn’t a date.” The point being that sharing a lunch wasn’t anything resembling romance.

      “I’m wise enough to not ask you out.” He stepped around her.

      She scurried to catch up, taking two strides to his one. “What do you mean?” What the ever-loving heck … had he heard about her issues?

      “You don’t date local guys.”

      “Just because I’ve turned down the ones who asked since—”

      “I’m not passing judgement.” He shrugged, shoving his hands in his front jeans pockets. “I just know I’d be wasting my breath.”

      “I’m not a snob.” She was a nice person, friendly and stuff. Dating anyone topped the list of NOTS, not on the schedule. But would he ask her out if he thought he had a chance? Did he find her attractive?

      “Like I said, none of my business.” He kept walking.

      She limped faster to catch up. “So why mention it?”

      “You brought it up. I was being reassuring, keeping the pressure off, letting you know where we stood.”

      “I guess the tone of your voice suggested otherwise. And so we’re clear, there is no we.”

      “Got it.”

      “I’m not complicated, and I’m not a stuck-up bitch.”

      “Whoa!” He angled his body toward her. “Never even thought those words.”

      “You’d be one of the few who hasn’t.” Being single didn’t mean she needed to date every guy in town. Some men assumed women needed a male of the species in order to be complete. Like the poor, little ladies would fall apart without regular contact with testosterone. Or women required a flesh and blood penis for satisfaction. Ha!

      At the next corner, a gust of wind blew up from the harbour. She grabbed her skirt to avoid replicating the iconic ‘Marilyn over a sidewalk grate’ pose.

      “No one has said it to me.” He glanced at her feet. “You okay in those?”

      More than okay, she was powerful and sexy and freakin’ amazing. Pain was an unavoidable side effect. “But you were told I don’t date locals.”

      He grinned. “The other theory is you’re gay.”

      “I was married, for heaven’s sake.”

      “A late bloomer.”

      “Well, I like men. I like them a lot.” Tone it down, Princess. You’re sounding sluttish.

      “I envy the lucky guy who wins your heart.”

      She couldn’t tell by his facial expression if that was sarcasm. “I’m not in the market to be won.”

      “We should change the subject.”

      They arrived at her bright orange car, parked in front of an old, beat-up truck. She clicked the button on her key fob to unlock her doors. “I’m not a snob.”

      “I’m not equipped to judge. You seem friendly enough, most of the time.”

      “I’ve been divorced for just over a year.” One year, two months, and twenty-three days. She tossed the binder onto the back seat.

      “Did I ask for an explanation?” The relic was his, though why he bothered locking the bucket of bolts was anybody’s guess.

      “Well, no.” She shifted her weight to her left and least-sore foot.

      “Let’s get a burger. I need a drink.” He climbed in his truck and slammed the door, making the windows rattle.

      “If you understood where I’m coming from …” She had to raise her voice, which attracted attention. Arguing in public was so not classy.

      He rolled down his window and leaned out. “I bet we won’t see each other after Oktoberfest.”

      “As long as you don’t think you’re not good enough for me.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Darlin’, you’re not the only chick in the coop.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” She stomped her foot and winced. “Are you always this difficult?”

      “I’m the most easy-going guy you’ve ever met.”

      “Not from where I’m sitting … standing.”

      “I need that drink. You coming or not?”

      “I’ll meet you there.” She always drove. And even if she didn’t, there was no way she was riding in his jalopy. There was a good chance she’d need to get out and push, and her sandals were not designed for manual labour. Her left pinkie toe was numb.

      “I might start without you.” He started the truck, which rumbled and hesitated until he gave it gas.

      “Don’t all men?” She was tempted to stand him up on this non-date.

      “Hold on, was that flirtatious innuendo?”

      “No! Sorry, just slipped out.” Drat. Her cheeks heated and were probably as red as the geraniums blooming in front of the Pepper Shaker Deli.

      “You better be careful, or I’ll suspect you of liking me.” He pulled into the street and chugged away.

      She stared at his rusted tailgate until he turned the corner. Drat.
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      Nate propped a shoulder against the doorframe of the barn, his back to the vats and other brewery equipment, and sipped his morning coffee. Slinky sniffed a clump of weeds nearby. Her limp was more pronounced the last couple weeks. Fifteen was considered geriatric for Old English Sheepdogs. She’d been a puppy when brought home by their mom to ease the change in the family. But a dog couldn’t replace an absent father or a distant mother.

      Once Slinky moved in, their mom became even more distant, and Nate adopted the role of both parent and dog owner. “What have you got there, old girl?”

      Slinky wagged her tail in response and continued nosing around a patch of purple coneflower growing near the corner of the barn. One of the few perennials the deer left alone. Could be a deer Slinky detected, or a feral cat. Hopefully not one of the coyotes sighted in the area.

      He tossed out the last bit of coffee and got to work sterilizing equipment in advance of starting another batch of wheat beer. He didn’t need help for this step of the process but welcomed Jinny’s company as soon as she finished her yoga.

      “You talking to Mom on Sunday?” Jinny scooped up pink sterilizing powder and swore when it spilled onto the counter.

      “I plan to, why?”

      “Can you ask her if she has Bethany’s email address?”

      “Sure. Or—”

      “Don’t. We have this argument every week, and I won’t change my mind.” Jinny clanged a bucket in the sink.

      “All part of my older, wiser brother duties.”

      “And it’s my immature brat duty to ignore your advice.”

      “You’re not immature. Attending college at fourteen—”

      “Chronological age has nothing to do with maturity, as evidenced by a certain fifty-nine-year-old woman with the maturity of a teenager.”

      “I assume you mean our mother.”

      “You assume correctly.”

      “I won’t bother rehashing my rebuttal. Let me say—”

      “Here it comes.”

      Nate smiled as he weighed the grains. “Okay, how about platitudes and clichés. Water under the bridge, we all make mistakes, forgive and forget.”

      “Easy for you to say. Your life wasn’t ruined.”

      “Ruined? You really feel that way?” Sometimes he wished their mom lived closer so he could … wasted breath when it would have mattered, wasted breath now.

      Jinny sighed. “No, of course not. I have a job I enjoy, and I don’t have any major worries.”

      “Do you have minor worries?”

      “I’m human. Of course I have minor worries.”

      “Want to share?” He started moving the heavy cartons of malt extract closer to the primary fermenter.

      “The leak in the roof.” She pointed toward the rafter in the northeast corner of the old barn. “Slinky’s worsening limp. And my car’s brakes are squealing, which I’m pretty sure means they need work of some sort.”

      “I’d like to say don’t worry, but I admit those have all been worrying me, too. Except the brakes. I didn’t know they were squealing, which is a sign something is wearing out. Give Frank’s Garage a call.”

      “I called yesterday and have an appointment for Tuesday.”

      He shouldn’t be surprised by these glimmers of adult behaviour, she was twenty-three. He kept picturing the eight-year-old missing her daddy, or the twelve-year old freaked out by what that old pervert did, or the fourteen-year old heading off to university in the big city.

      “Will you need a lift home after dropping off your car?” He filled a bucket with hot, soapy water and started mopping the floor.

      “Tara’s picking me up, but thanks.” She checked the temperature on the nearest vat and recorded the number on a clipboard.

      “Back to Mom …”

      “Or we can agree to disagree and discuss something else.”

      “I’ll get Bethany’s email address. You have plans for the rest of the day?”

      “Tara’s coming over for a swim. It’s so darned hot!”

      “Lake or ocean?”

      “Lake. We’ll take the floats over.”

      Diving into the cold, clear water was tempting. “I may join you.” He emptied the bucket.

      Not even a hint of a breeze stirred the hay growing in the fields as he followed Jinny to the house. She reheated the leftover grilled sausages from last night’s supper. He stuck one in a hotdog bun, squirted on a line of mustard, grabbed a bag of potato chips and a glass of lemonade, the quintessential summertime lunch, and headed out to the front porch.

      The hum of an occasional vehicle on the road broke the silence. Not silence, since birds were tweeting, and crows were cawing. A grasshopper’s buzz and rapid click when it took flight reminded him it was August.

      After eating his sausage and polishing off half the bag of chips, he closed his eyes and let his mind wander. It didn’t go far before bumping up against Amelia Bennett – Annoying Woman of the Year. Though, given her curves, he wouldn’t mind bumping up against her in real life. Long, dark hair, pale skin, big, brown eyes, and a body built for sin.

      Time to yank his fantasies back to the land of reality. He stretched before heading to the kitchen for the next chore.

      An hour later, with bruised and bleeding knuckles, he gave the newly installed kitchen faucet a final polish before walking to the lake for a much-needed dunking.
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      Amelia appreciated the summer tourists and the money they dumped into the community even though they made getting around town a pain in the ass. She drove along Prince Street at a snail’s pace, all the while expecting someone to step into traffic in order to snap a photo of one of the beautiful old houses, or an out-of-province car to stop in the middle of an intersection while the lost driver consulted the GPS.

      The drive was less nerve-wracking along the highway between MacLeod’s Cove and another equally busy tourist town, Mahone Bay. She didn’t fully relax, though, until she snagged the last table in Becca’s Biscuits, one of Mahone Bay’s better choices for a casual meal. She’d been meeting her three closest friends for Saturday lunch at the charming eatery for over a year. No need to read the menu. A cup of creamy broccoli soup and a warm, bacon cheddar scone were always delicious, whether in the depths of winter or on a hot, humid day like today.

      Mina arrived wearing a perfect outfit, with perfect shoes, hair and face perfect. All a mask to cover a wrecked marriage. Whereas Amelia’s mask camouflaged both a wrecked face and a failed marriage.

      “Sorry I’m late.” Mina slid onto a chair.

      “Except you’re not. I’m early.”

      “As usual.” Mina smiled and some of the strain left her face. “I was nearly rear-ended coming off the highway exit. Some kid in one of those little cars with a noisy muffler.” She touched the lace trim on Amelia’s sleeve. “New top?”

      “New to me. My latest trip to Scotty’s was quite successful.” Amelia was the only one of their group who shopped at the second-hand clothing store famous for its huge piles of used clothes and other things. Rummaging through the bins was time consuming, but also a workout.

      Mina removed a metal straw from her purse, stuck it in her water glass, and took a sip. “I own too many clothes.” She was widowed and wealthy after inheriting a successful realty company and a hefty insurance policy. And sunk in grief until her late husband’s mistress arrived at the funeral demanding her half of the spoils.

      Steph and Grace, the rest of their merry band of single women, arrived together having car-pooled since they lived around the corner from each other. Steph slumped into her chair. “Have you ordered? Please tell me we’re drinking.”

      “Bad morning?” Mina handed her a menu.

      “My daughter went from angelic child to evil teenager overnight.”

      “Teen years can be rough on everyone.” Amelia had been a happy child, once upon a time, until her mom ran a stop sign.

      She signalled the waitress, and they all ordered an adult beverage. Amelia selected one of the beers on tap, coincidentally from Hardwick Farm Brewery. Nothing wrong with supporting a fellow committee member. Nothing to do with not being able to get
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