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      Mom, I didn’t understand then. I get it now. Thank you for moving us closer and closer to your Pine Harbour. You keep teaching me new things, every day.

      

      I miss you.

    

  


  
    
      He’s the guy everyone loves, and she’s the outsider who knows better than to fall for the town’s favourite golden boy.

      

      Everyone in Pine Harbour loves Will Kincaid—except the one person he cares about actually impressing. Can grown men have crushes on their frenemies? When Catie joins the small town’s Search and Rescue team, Will finds himself spending every Thursday night swapping glares with the hairdresser while they get in each other’s way.

      

      Catie Berton has a long list of reasons why Will is an arrogant jerk. But the more time she spends with him, the more she’s forced to admit sometimes they make a good team. That doesn’t change the fact that Will has always been her right crush, wrong guy.

      

      When the SRT goes on a road trip to a competition, she surprises herself by agreeing to ride shotgun in his truck. The long drive could be a chance to repair a shredded friendship, if Catie can get past her complicated feelings for the too-attractive-for-his-own-good school principal.

      

      Because Catie knows all too well how cold a small town can be to an outsider who wants too much happiness from one of their own.

      

      Return to Pine Harbour, in this frenemies to lovers small town romance about two people looking to find themselves in the shadow of community expectations.
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      Tucked into a hollow half-way up the Bruce Peninsula, on the eastern shores of Lake Huron, Pine Harbour is a small town full of big families.
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            LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Pine Harbour is a fictional town located in a real place, the Bruce Peninsula, which I want to acknowledge as the Territory of the Anishinabek Nation: The People of the Three Fires known as Ojibway, Odawa, and Pottawatomie Nations.

      I also give thanks to the Chippewas of Saugeen, and the Chippewas of Nawash, known collectively as the Saugeen Ojibway Nation, as the traditional keepers of this land, a place where I grew up and return to with joy each summer.

      I appreciate this resource from the Saugeen Ojibway Nation (saugeenojibwaynation.ca/resources) for providing guidance on how to acknowledge this land I’m writing on, and explaining why land acknowledgements are an important step in reconciliation. Specifically, “A land acknowledgement is a reflection process in which you build mindfulness and intention walking into whatever gathering you are having.”

      I built a land acknowledgement into this story, in chapter nine, and I hope readers are encouraged to look into the Indigenous territory in which they might read this book.

      For example, I now live and write in London, Ontario. This is the traditional territory of the Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabeg, the Wendat, Lenape, and Attawandaron people. At the same time I was writing this book, Indigenous nations across Canada were finally receiving confirmation of what they had known for a long time: children taken from their communities and placed at residential schools, who never returned, had died in those schools and were buried in unmarked graves. The last of those residential schools closed while I was in high school. I grieve the loss of those children, and am angered at the generational harm done to their communities on many levels.

      May we all be more mindful of the history of how we came to be here and grateful for the sharing of this space today.

      
        
        With thanks,

        Zoe York
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      Pine Harbour was a place full of memories: good, bad, and confusing.

      In the few years since Catie Berton moved back—her second time as a newcomer to the town—she’d devoted herself to leaning into the good. Trying to see what her mother had loved about the village nestled high on a hill above the glittering waters of Lake Huron. And whenever possible, she helped make it a better place.

      She had allies in that project, too. Other newcomers, like Isla Peterson, who owned Bake Sale! across the street from Catie’s hair salon and real estate office. The bakery usually closed at mid-afternoon, but today it was open late, like all the businesses on Main Street, for a “Doors Open Pine Harbour” event leading up to the town meeting tonight.

      Catie didn’t book any hair clients during the event, leaving herself free to talk to anyone who wandered in the door. And right now, while there was a lull, that meant she could dash across the street and grab a latte and a snack for later.

      Also, a snack for right now. Double snacks were really the secret to surviving a fourteen-hour workday.

      The Bake Sale! treat of the day was a cardamom chai cake, so she ordered two of those—one for breakfast tomorrow—and a raisin butter tart.

      “Has it been busy?” she asked Isla as her friend efficiently made a perfect latte.

      “Pretty steady. Lots of chatter about the town meeting.” Isla gave her a curious look over the gleaming chrome of the vintage-looking espresso machine. “Adam didn’t know what the big fuss was. He says Pine Harbour rarely has town meetings?”

      “This will only be the third since I’ve moved back.” Catie paid for her treats, then leaned her hip against the counter so she could keep one eye on her shop across the road. “Nobody will give me a straight answer about what it’s really about, or why there’s so much whispering buzz. Just a lot of questions about who is going.”

      “Which in turn means we need to go,” Isla teased.

      “Of course we do.” Catie took a sip of her coffee. “If we leave the cottagers and the born-and-breds to their own devices, who knows what terrible decisions they might make.”

      “They’re not all bad.” Isla was referring to her husband, of course. Adam Kincaid was a prince among men, to be sure. But he also focused on what mattered: keeping his wife happy, and doing his job as Pine Harbour’s newest firefighter.

      His older brothers, on the other hand, needed to be watched carefully. They had the best of intentions, like a lot of residents. At the last town meeting, they’d even saved the day for the Pine Harbour library. But there was something about them… Catie took another sip. “No. Not all bad,” she agreed. “This town just has so much potential.”

      “You sound like Bailey.”

      “Bailey’s a genius.” Catie spotted someone slowing down outside her salon and grabbed her to-go bag. “See you in an hour! I’ll save you a seat.”

      But when she arrived at the community centre fifty-five minutes later, it was already standing room only. Pine Harbour only had a population of six hundred people. Were they all in attendance tonight?

      The town meeting notice had been vague. Community Information Night, it had been specifically called. Shocking lack of information on offer, though. Apparently, that fact hadn’t gotten past every other curious soul in town. She scanned the overflowing room, taking stock of who was in attendance. A few friendly faces were up front—like Olivia Minelli, who had fought hard to keep the Pine Harbour Library open. But Catie’s nosy neighbour across the road, Frances Schmidt, was also sitting in the front row, sure to have a half-formed opinion about whatever tonight’s topic might be.

      And right behind her were two of the Kincaid brothers. Owen, the oldest, the EMT supervisor who had helped Olivia with a plan to save the library. Josh, the second youngest, sat next to him. The mechanic was a brash hothead, just as likely as Mrs. Schmidt to go off half-cocked, but his instincts were at least in the same direction as Catie’s, all for change and innovation. No sign of the second oldest Kincaid brother, though.

      Will.

      Mr. Kincaid, he would probably correct her, which would be yet another blow to the secret fact that she’d once had a crush on the guy. Two crushes, really, separated by fifteen years.

      Catie’s first crush on Will lasted from when she was twelve years old to right before her fourteenth birthday. He’d recently left Pine Harbour to go to university, and brought a girl home his first weekend back for a visit. Even at fourteen, Catie knew better than to pine for unavailable men.

      Her second crush bloomed on her return to Pine Harbour at the age of twenty-eight, and quietly hummed under her skin, a secret she liked enough when she was alone, but that made her a bit nervous if she thought about it too much—or ever considered acting upon it.

      But the thing about crushes, she learned over the winter that she turned thirty, was that they weren’t real. They were one-sided, a figment of her imagination, and based entirely on the idea of a man.

      And her idea of who Will Kincaid might be ran smack into the reality of who he kept showing her he was: an irritating rule-stickler with zero capacity for fun. The worst of the five Kincaid brothers by far, although she didn’t know Seth very well. The middle brother was a float plane pilot who lived north of Manitoulin Island, and flew home to have breakfast with his brothers at the diner once a month.

      Or at least, that was Catie’s casual, outsider observation. She tried not to spend much time thinking about Will these days.

      You scanned the room, looking for him as soon as you arrived.

      Sure, but that had been unconscious. Conscious thoughts about him were limited to how annoying he was. The last time she’d had a real conversation with the community school principal, he’d basically told her to her face that he thought the best idea she’d had in a year was stupid.

      Well, she thought his face was stupid. So there.

      Ugh.

      Why did he bring out the most childish responses in her? She hated that.

      As she settled against the back wall, grateful to have her latte and butter tart to keep her company for the wait before the meeting started, she pulled out her phone to check her email.

      Which pinged yet another subconscious thought about Mr. Kincaid. Email was the only way she communicated with Will these days.

      It started last October, with a story posted online about her new vision to save the tired bachelor auction event to raise money for the Pine Harbour Animal Shelter—a vision Will had basically told her wouldn’t work, and then she’d gone and done it anyway.

      
        
        From: Will Kincaid

        To: Catie Berton

      

        

      
        Catie,

        Congratulations on your new position as the chair of the Pine Harbour Cares weekend fundraising event. It sounds like you’re taking the bachelor auction to the next level! I’ve been a bachelor on that stage before. Count me in.

      

      

      The gall of him to just assume he was the type of bachelor she was looking for. And after he’d told her the Pine Harbour Cares pitch wouldn’t work. She’d replied, of course.

      
        
        From: Catie Berton

        To: Will Kincaid

      

        

      
        Hi Will,

        Thank you for your interest in the auction! At this time, I’m only looking to recruit one or two more eligible auction participants in a different demographic, and I’m not sure you’re the right fit. We could find something else for you to do. Maybe the Master of Ceremonies instead?

      

      

      He, on the other hand, did not reply.

      And then, in November, she had reason to email him about another matter.

      
        
        From: Catie Berton

        To: Will Kincaid

      

        

      
        Mr. Kincaid,

        It was quite the surprise for the Main Street businesses to have a wave of children descend on us today from Pine Harbour Community School, offering demanding willing to wash our windows with a lot of enthusiasm. There was some feedback from the business community that a cold day like today wasn’t the best…frozen bubbles all over the place, a bit streaky. In the future, please consider reaching out to discuss ideas like this before execution.

      

      

      His reply was…brief. Curt, even.

      
        
        From: Will Kincaid

        To: Catie Berton

      

        

      
        Ms. Berton,

        Thank you for your feedback.

      

      

      After that, it was easy to put Will Kincaid entirely out of her mind, so it was a surprise when she got a new email from him in February.

      
        
        From: Will Kincaid

        To: Catie Berton

      

        

      
        Please be advised that PHCS students will be delivering Valentine’s Day singing telegrams today through the Main Street area.

      

      

      That one felt like a shot across her bow. She fired back immediately.

      
        
        From: Catie Berton

        To: Will Kincaid

      

        

      
        Noted. As you might be aware, the Pine Harbour Cares committee is doing the same thing to help promote the bachelor auction.

      

      

      And he returned passive-aggressive fire.

      
        
        From: Will Kincaid

        To: Catie Berton

      

        

      
        I was not aware. Room for us all.

      

      

      She had been tempted to engage further. She refrained, of course, and bought herself a treat from Bake Sale! to reward herself for her decorum and professionalism.

      In March, after the Pine Harbour Cares weekend was a roaring success, and everyone appreciated her new twist on the bachelor auction—everyone except Will, who didn’t attend, or even acknowledge that the event had happened—Catie decided she needed a new crush.

      It wasn’t at the top of her to-do list. That was running her real estate business, alongside her hair salon business, and volunteering for a number of community organizations. But dating was definitely on there, and she thought about that a lot over March and April.

      She didn’t think about Will in the slightest, having left him completely behind in the Winter of Unexpectedly Sharp Emails.

      And now here they were, in the Mother of All Town Meetings. She glanced to the door. Still no Will.

      “Thank you all for coming,” a voice said from somewhere, the words echoing out of speakers set up in the corners.

      Catie craned her neck, but there wasn’t anyone at the podium yet. Her attention pivoted back to the doorway, and then Isla appeared. Catie waved from where she stood against the wall. “Sorry, no seats.”

      “Adam texted me as I was closing up the bakery. Apparently this is about parking. A memo came in to the station from the municipal government just a few minutes ago.”

      Catie’s stomach fell. Ah, crap. That hadn’t occurred to her, because Pine Harbour didn’t have a significant parking problem—but they were one of the only towns on the peninsula that could say that.

      They were also the only town on the peninsula without a tourism plan or much of a social media presence, Josh Kincaid’s TikTok account about car renovations notwithstanding. The only time of the year they had parking problems was the annual County Country Music Festival that shut down Main Street, but the town just waived parking limits on all the side streets and the residents good-naturedly—for the most part—made do for three days, because Nashville superstar Liana Hansen had married a local boy and was having his baby.

      Which made Catie roll her eyes a little, because they weren’t that welcoming to all newcomers, but it also made the more romantic part of her heart do an epic swoon.

      But also, summer was coming, and that meant tourists. Each year brought a new burst of city folk discovering a new part of the peninsula, and this year could be Pine Harbour’s year—which, like everything else, would be good, bad, and confusing.

      “We’re going to get started in a minute, please take your seats.” Again, the voice came from nowhere, and clearly every seat in the room was taken.

      Catie took a restorative chug of latte instead of rolling her eyes. She needed to keep her cool. Whatever happened tonight, there would be time to reply in an appropriate manner. She’d learned a lot as a business owner—about things like consultation periods and requests for proposals. And how to tell someone to fuck right off, but in a polite way. The Bruce County version of bless your heart: We’ll agree to disagree, which definitely meant, I’m taking this up the chain.

      There was a scrape of wood on waxed floor, and then a head appeared behind the podium. The voice, it turned out, was attached to the body of someone Catie didn’t recognize, who had maybe unfolded herself from a chair directly behind the podium, and now was introducing some representatives from local government. The reeve of Pine Harbour—a ceremonial role, really, since the communities had amalgamated back when Catie was a kid—and the mayor of North Bruce, as well as a representative from the neighbouring community of South Bruce.

      This meeting was definitely about parking.

      As Catie took another glance around the room—where was Will? This was his type of thing—she realized it was packed to the gills with seasonal cottage owners. There were a good number of year-round residents, too, but the cottage owners had been tipped off.

      Was there a maximum number of times a girl could roll her eyes in one night before it became a health hazard?

      The stranger started a PowerPoint presentation and Catie went back to checking her emails. She had a few clients actively house hunting right now, so she needed to stay on top of messages from fellow realtors about new properties on the market. Or at least, that’s what she told herself as she refreshed her inbox.

      Then she gave up and focused back on the presentation. Apparently Pine Harbour had a total of ninety-seven public parking spots in town. And just as Catie suspected, the municipal government was proposing that they go to a paid parking model, similar to other towns. There were some valid reasons in favour of doing it on a trial basis, the strongest being that visitors to the region would pay a potentially fairer share of the costs of maintaining those parking spots.

      The room erupted in loud protests, apparently unimpressed.

      Catie took another long sip from her latte.

      Beside her, Isla winced. “This won’t be great for us, will it?”

      Catie made a matching face. As a Main Street business owner, she knew she’d be hearing about this for weeks to come. “Nope. But we’ll have time to make our concerns heard in a way that isn’t yelling at top volume over other people who share the same opinion.”

      “Promise?”

      She sure hoped she could make that promise. “Time will tell.”

      After a few minutes of squawking, the crowd organized itself into lines behind microphones, and Catie did her best to listen to everyone.

      “Are they all saying the same thing, from different viewpoints?” Isla asked at one point.

      “Yep.”

      Her friend sighed and handed over another bag. “I brought you another butter tart.”

      “Do you know how much I value our friendship?”

      Isla laughed loud enough that people turned and glared. She waved her hands. “Not about the topic at hand, folks. Promise.”

      “Speaking of our friendship, and everything you’ve done for me.” Catie took a big bite of the tart and felt immediately more peaceful. “The search and rescue team try out is on Friday. And if I make it—”

      Isla cut her off. “You’re going to ace it.”

      Her friend had helped her train for this over the winter. Catie knew she was strong enough and fast enough now, no doubt. But still, hubris was an important part of life. “If I make it, the team training will be every Thursday night. So that won’t work for—” She cut herself off as Frances Schmidt leaned into the microphone and said something disparaging about cottagers.

      Wrong room to say that in, she thought to herself.

      The room proved her right with a grumpy roar.

      “Folks, let’s try to keep it productive.” The presenter put on a brave face. “Let’s consider it a friendly challenge.”

      The next four comments failed miserably. Nobody liked the idea of paid parking spots in town, but for very different reasons.

      “With those thoughtful comments concluded, we’re going to have to move on,” the presenter said. “Further submissions for or against the parking measures can be filed online. We want to hear from all of you, both in the initial thirty-day consultation period, but over the summer as well. Now, while we’re here, I’ll turn it over to your reeve to share some town news.”

      The crowd settled down, and Catie thought about ducking out to get ahead of traffic, but just as she was weighing whether she could slide away quietly, there was movement at the entrance to the room that caught her eye.

      A tall, imposing figure in a green camouflage uniform. Will Kincaid—school principal, pain in the ass, and army reservist—scanned the room, lifting his chin in acknowledgment to his brothers first, then the reeve, who had just taken his spot at the podium, and finally, to Catie and Isla.

      Her friend raised her hand cheerfully. Of course she did. Will was her brother-in-law. Catie had no such familial allegiance, so she opted to ignore him.

      When she turned her attention back to the podium, Will was quietly apologizing to whoever he was standing in front of. The army boots gave him another inch on his already too-tall six-foot-two frame.

      “I know this change is going to spark a lot of discussion, but I just want to thank everyone for coming out tonight. We don’t do this often enough, so I just wanted to take this opportunity to share some good news as well. This will be posted online tomorrow, but you’re hearing it first tonight. The annual Pine Harbour Canada Day picnic will be followed by an evening bonfire at the harbour, a first this year. Thanks so much to August Howe from the marina, and Josh Kincaid from the garage, both of whom have done a lot of the heavy lifting to make this happen.”

      A polite round of applause was well earned. Catie gave a thumbs up to August, who was sitting next to her sister, January. She liked the Howe sisters a lot.

      “Finally, on behalf of our favourite school principal, who has just joined us at the back of the room—”

      Ugh, Catie had gone a solid twenty minutes there without an eye-roll. Will was their only school principal! Pine Harbour only had one school, for all grades kindergarten to grade twelve. Will had zero competition for the post of favourite principal. What ridiculous pandering.

      “—the business club for grades nine through twelve is seeking a new advisor for the next school year. Qualified community members are encouraged to reach out to Principal Kincaid for more information.”

      Beside her, Isla’s elbow poked out, jostling Catie. “You should do that.”

      “You should do it. You’re his sister-in-law.”

      “That’s nepotism. And my schedule isn’t flexible like yours is.”

      “It’s only nepotism if you get paid or there are perks.” There would be zero perks to spending time under Will’s bossy dictatorship.

      “Remember the window washing disaster?”

      Oh, she remembered all right.

      “You could do your thing. Sweet talk them into competency.”

      “Is that my thing?”

      “Yes.” Isla nodded emphatically. “That is very much your thing, and they need it. You could really help Will out.”

      Or sort him out. The more she thought about it, the more it sounded like a volunteer opportunity for which she would be uniquely suited. As the meeting came to an end, she opened a new email message and started typing.

      
        
        From: Catie Berton

        To: Will Kincaid

      

        

      
        Will,

        I understand the PHCS Business Club needs a new Advisor next year. Count me in. I’d be happy to help.

      

      

      She scheduled it to send an hour later, once she was safely ensconced at home. Then she put her phone away. When she looked up, the favourite principal himself was looking at her again. As soon as their gazes connected, he crossed his arms and looked stern.

      Catie would bet even money she wouldn’t get a prompt reply from him. That was fine. She had a parking debacle to sort out.

      Pine Harbour needed her, even if Will Kincaid didn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      A week after the town meeting, Will scowled at the single email remaining in his inbox.

      It was the only message he hadn’t responded to yet, and had been sitting there for days—an anomaly for the principal of Pine Harbour Community School, who was a big fan of the principle of both Inbox Zero and also being courteous and prompt in replies to members of the community.

      He could pretend the reason he was ignoring the message was that he was swamped, of course. That was true.

      The last three weeks before the end of the academic year at PHCS were a wild ride for teachers, students, and staff alike. Plus they were experiencing an unusually early heatwave.

      He wiped a drop of sweat from his forehead, glared at the air conditioning unit that had inexplicably decided to stop working on the hottest day of spring so far, and took a deep breath. One of his teachers was sending a kid down to his office and he needed all the calm, centred energy he could muster.

      Tonight, at the search and rescue team’s weekly training, he would get to burn off whatever frustration was about to rumble through his door. Until then, he would be the fearless leader of the combined K-12 school.

      They were still working out the kinks of having both the elementary students and secondary school students under one roof. He had been an elementary school principal for five years before the merger. Now, two years in, he was still feeling his way with the older kids, who all reminded him a little too much of his own teen years. The precarious hold on a life plan still blooming, the very real chance of it all falling apart because of emotions or unfair circumstance.

      “I said, don’t effing touch me!”

      Will winced at the language. The grade ten boy, Sam Otto, had spent more time in Will’s office than any other kid in the school.

      Sam was not a fan of his new principal. He was new this year, having moved to Pine Harbour from a few towns away. His parents were separated, and he was living with his dad full-time now. His dad had a busy job, and Sam was left to his own devices most of the time.

      Will kept trying to push Sam into some of the after-school activities. He glanced at his watch. Ten minutes until the end of the day. Wouldn’t even be long enough to get Sam to talk about whatever had happened to get him sent to the office.

      But after school, there was a drop-in basketball program until six. The rhythmic thump of a basketball against the floor, the pause before taking one’s shot…that had been a big part of Will’s teen years. On the court, the stress of being enough faded away.

      Will’s afternoon plans had just changed.

      The door to his office swung open and the sullen fifteen-year-old dropped into the chair on the opposite side of Will’s desk. “This is fucking bullshit,” Sam said.

      Will gave him a bland, unaffected look at the escalation from effing to the straight-up f-bomb in his face. “What time is your dad home from work tonight?”

      Sam groaned. “No way, man. You can’t give me detention.”

      Will shrugged. “Actually, I can. We don’t use disrespectful language, right? You know that. And I know you know that. So it’s fair for me to hold you to that expectation. There are consequences for beaking off. You and I are going to shoot some hoops as soon as the bell rings. Until then, you can sit there and take some deep breaths.”

      “You’re a terrible principal.”

      “I try.” Will checked his email as Sam seethed. He sent January a note that he had her wayward student in his office, and they could discuss it the next morning, because he had plans for the kid after school.

      It took eight of the ten minutes before Sam cracked. “Look, I didn’t know I had homework, all right? Ms. Howe is pissed at me that I didn’t do her stupid assignment, but it wasn’t in my assignments folder. I swear.”

      Swearing was part of the problem. “How did you communicate that to Ms. Howe?”

      Sam made a face. “She should know she fu—made a mistake.”

      January Howe was a great teacher. Will had no doubt she would own the error if she had made it, but it didn’t excuse a belligerent response. “We don’t use disrespectful language, Sam. Full stop. Find another way to deal with your problems, or we’re going to have to put a plaque with your name on it on that chair.”

      “You’d like that. A way to remember me.” Oh, that false bravado. Will could relate.

      The bell sounded overhead, signalling the end of the school day.

      Time to let this kid kick Will’s ass at basketball. “Come on. We’re going to the gym.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Why not?”

      Sam shrugged, but wouldn’t meet Will’s gaze. Less bravado now, more naked fear.

      Will leaned against the edge of his desk. “The kids who go to the basketball drop-in are all nice.”

      “Too nice,” Sam muttered.

      Maybe the kind of nice that came with an edge—Will would bet his brand new kayak that kids were being wary of the mouthy, belligerent new guy.

      There was a lesson to be learned in that experience, but it wasn’t an easy one to be dragged through, or to repair from, either. Will needed to be more mindful of that side of the coin. Sam deserved space to learn how to be a grown-up and handle the boundaries other people put up. But he was still a kid who needed friends.

      “Let’s go,” Will said firmly. “I was going to let you play against me, but I think you’ll need some help.”

      “Whoa, whoa, I don’t need any help beating you at basketball,” Sam protested, jumping up. “I can take you.”

      “In your dreams,” Will said with a practiced cheer he didn’t completely feel.

      Just like Sam, he was now a little worried about their reception in the gymnasium. And sure enough, when they strolled through the doors, the gathering chatter ceased as everyone noticed the principal joining them.

      Will made eye contact with the most senior kid in the gym, DeShawn Willis. Class president, about to graduate as valedictorian, and accepted into the co-op education program at Queen’s University. In five years, DeShawn might just come back to Pine Harbour and work for Will—if he was lucky.

      The young man was going to make an amazing gym teacher one day.

      Today, Will needed him to be a peer mentor for Sam. To lead by example and model a kind of grace kids sometimes came by naturally, and other times had to be dragged to reluctantly. The hardest part of being a teacher was figuring out which path to take. Let them sort it out? Or push them to get over their differences before things festered to a point beyond repair.

      DeShawn nodded to Sam, then cleared his throat. “All right. Let’s go. You playing, Mr. Kincaid?”

      “I sure am.” Will grabbed a ball from the rack at the side of the gym and tossed it to Sam, who held it for a second, then muttered something that sounded suspiciously like fuck it under his breath before dribbling the ball a few times.

      Will waited.

      Sam sighed, glanced sideways at DeShawn, then back at Will. “What do you play? To nine points?”

      “Sure, that works.”

      Sam made a half-assed attempt at the basket, and Will got control of the ball. But as soon as their positions were swapped, and it was Will’s turn to take the ball back behind the free throw line, Sam’s attitude became an advantage. His mulish obstinance lent itself to defence. It didn’t matter that Will was taller and broader than the kid.

      Will had to go back and forth a couple of times, looking for his opportunity to shoot. Sam trash talked him, but inside the bounds of school appropriate language, so Will gave back a bit. “What are you gonna do next, son?”

      “Not gonna let you make this shot, that’s what.”

      And he didn’t. The short little son of a gun blocked Will twice, then stole the ball.

      From in front of the next net, someone applauded, and then slowly everyone came over to watch them play.

      Will had intended to let the kid win.

      He didn’t realize how hard it would be to not be absolutely trounced by Sam.

      “Why aren’t you on the basketball team?” he asked when Sam reached the nine points needed for victory.

      The kid shrugged.

      DeShawn tapped his arm. “You want to play me next?”

      “You as easy to beat as the principal?”

      Will groaned, and DeShawn laughed. “Almost.”

      Which wasn’t true, at all, and their evenly matched skills made it an entertaining game to watch. When they finished, a grade eleven girl challenged Will to a game, so he played with her, keeping an ear out for the conversation between the two boys at the same time.

      “Next year, someone else will have to show these guys how to shoot.” DeShawn flicked the ball to Sam. “That gonna be you?”

      “Depends how often the principal gives me detention in the form of a group participation event.”

      “If you show up voluntarily, you get credit for it and shit. Looks good on a resume.”

      Sam snorted. “I’ll never get a job in this town.”

      “Not with that attitude you won’t.” DeShawn slapped the ball away. “Come on. Show me what you’ve got.”

      That part of their conversation stuck with Will, and came back when he headed outside after the students were all gone.

      He usually didn’t have any problems connecting to kids. But something about Sam—well, Sam wasn’t a kid. That was the problem. He was older than his years, and Will didn’t know how to deal with that. He probably wouldn’t sort it out before the end of the school year, and then the kid—young man—would have all summer to resent having to come back to these halls and be seen as not ready for anything yet.

      As Will walked to his truck, he added two things to his to-do list for the following morning.

      
        	get to school early enough to practice his free throw in privacy

        	look into summer jobs for fifteen-year-olds

      

      He hoped search and rescue training would be boring as hell. He wasn’t sure he had the bandwidth for anything else to land on his plate right now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Catie had twenty minutes before she needed to be at the Search and Rescue Training Centre. That meant she had time to squeeze in one more appointment.

      This one was both personal and professional.

      Mac’s Diner sat on the outskirts of Pine Harbour, taking up a sprawling chunk that bordered on a forest. Just inside those dense woods was a popular snowmobile trail, giving the owner a rare, steady supply of winter customers. In the summer, it was a popular stop for locals and tourists alike.

      And once upon a time, it had been Catie’s first workplace. She started with bussing and doing the dishes, then graduated to being a waitress when her mother got her real estate license and left the position.

      Of all the residents of Pine Harbour, the man in the kitchen was by far the one she was closest to. Frank Jenkins was a cross between a mentor and a father figure to her.

      And today, she had the slightly awkward but mostly delightful task of finding out how his love life was doing now that she’d played matchmaker.

      Frank had been the unlikely (to some, not Catie) star of the recent bachelor auction. In her first year organizing it, she’d tossed out the previous guidelines and gone in a different direction entirely. Fewer boring hot guys, a wider range of ages, gender, and personality types on the auction block, and a hell of a lot more money raised for the Pine Harbour Animal Shelter.

      A win-win for everyone, but especially Frank, whose date on auction had been five nights of dinner, personally prepared by Pine Harbour’s favourite cook, and served in the winner’s choice of locations: the corner booth at the diner, a special guest table in the diner’s kitchen, or at the winner’s residence on Frank’s nights off.

      While Catie had maintained a certain distance from observing how all that went down, she’d kept her ear to the ground, and town gossip reported the winner—Moira Calhoun—had taken Frank up on all three of those options, in progressive order, and then Frank had taken two extra nights off.

      Frank never took extra nights off.

      Catie had swallowed her curiosity, but two months had passed without any further gossip about Frank and Moira. Even the unkind whispers from people like Frances had faded away. That part was a relief. Catie hated the way Frances layered unnecessary judgement on otherwise understandable curiosity. And she would know how it felt—it had been pointed her way more than once.

      But if Frank was the reason things with Moira were going cold, Catie wanted to intervene. It was time to bring it up with the man himself.

      She took off her hot pink blazer and hung it on a hanger she kept in the back of her car. Then she touched up her lip gloss before heading inside.

      In the diner, she waved at the waitress, but didn’t break her stride as she headed straight to the kitchen.

      “Hairnet,” Frank barked when she stepped inside.

      She rolled her eyes, but complied with his request. “Nice to see you, too.”

      “I’ve been swamped.” His lips twitched in an almost smile. “Ever since that bachelor auction of yours, there’s a whole new wave of regulars here.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” she mocked gently.

      “That wasn’t very subtle, the way you did that. Highlighting local businesses.”

      Other people she had talked onto the auction block included her friend Lore D’Angelo, a bartender at The Green Hedgehog; Esther Kim, a local radio personality who also owned an art gallery on the highway; and Campbell Mills, who owned a moving company that employed army veterans.

      “I wasn’t trying to be subtle. Then, or now. I came in to ask how things are going with Moira.”

      “What kind of things?” He moved to the window that overlooked the dining room and pulled a new order off the carousel.

      “Have you talked to her recently?”

      “She comes in sometimes.”

      “Frank!”

      He wagged his finger at her. “Catie, I see you playing matchmaker. That’s not subtle, either. It’s not necessary. Don’t you worry about me and that woman.”

      “You were our top bachelor because that woman wanted to have dinner with you five nights in a row.”

      “It was fun.”

      “Frank, the rumour mill is churning.” A slight exaggeration for effect. “She likes you.” No exaggeration there.

      “And I like her.”

      “So maybe you should call her.”

      “Why?”

      “So you can see her again.”

      “I don’t know if I want to.” He shrugged.

      She threw her hands in the air. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “Not fix me up with anyone else.” He tossed some onions on the grill. “I didn’t mind doing the auction. That was fun. And it was also fun spending a week feeding Moira. Sure. But I don’t want a girlfriend. At my age?” He laughed. “Listen, missy. You want for others what you really want for yourself. The sooner you realize that it’s you you should be setting up on dates, and not everyone around you, the happier you will be.”

      Catie propped one hand on her hip. “Don’t worry about me. Finding someone to crush on is on my to-do list. But I can’t force the issue, not until Mr. Right moves to Pine Harbour. Whereas your Ms. Right spent fifteen hundred dollars to hang out with you.”

      “It was a tax-deductible donation that Moira would have made anyway, in honour of her three cats.”

      “We’ll agree to disagree, and I’ll follow up next month.”

      Frank laughed. “You’ve got me in your calendar for welfare checks, have you?”

      “Someone has to!”

      “All right.” He jerked his head to the front. “Go on, get out of here. But come back soon, because I like your face. Are you staying to eat?”

      She shook her head in the negative. “I have a thing.”

      “You always do.”

      “I like to keep busy.” She stopped at the door. “Hey, can I put you on the auction block next year?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Moira might bid on you again.”

      “And if she does, I’ll be happy to spend another five days with her at that point.”
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      Catie had been inside the Search and Rescue Team’s training building three times before. Once, when she picked up the application form in the fall, again when she returned it two months ago, and last Friday for the official try-out.

      Each of those times, the only person there was Tom Minelli, the park ranger who also served as the SAR manager. Now that she was officially joining the team, she’d be introduced to everyone else.

      She wasn’t the only new member today. Her friend Lore had also been specifically recruited by Tom, both of them being added to increase the gender diversity on the team.

      It was the latest commitment Catie had made to this town where she grew up, this town she had once fled from, and had now come back to almost by accident. And ever since she returned, she’d found herself volunteering to change everything that she didn’t like about Pine Harbour growing up.

      Not that twelve-year-old Catie had any opinion about the SAR. But when thirty-year-old Catie heard last fall that the team was overwhelmingly male, and they were looking to change that, she reached out. What would it entail? And could she find volunteers for Tom?

      She liked making connections for people. It served her well as a real estate agent, and helped her as a hairdresser, too. As she showed people through homes and when they sat in her chair at the salon, they opened up and told her their problems.

      If she could provide a resource that would lead to a solution, that made her happy. But more importantly, it made life a bit easier for those people, which in turn made the town better, and in a long chain reaction of events, more welcoming and therefore appealing to new residents.

      Deep down, she knew what she wanted most of all in Pine Harbour was fresh blood, and to welcome those newcomers with open arms.

      Which reminded her—she needed to set up a meeting with the defunct Welcome Wagon coordinators and see if they could get something started in that arena again.

      Her calendar groaned at the thought, because all those months ago, Catie hadn’t been able to find many women or non-binary friends to volunteer for the SAR. So she threw herself into a winter-long physical training program, with the help of Isla, who used to be a captain in the army.

      At least Catie wasn’t bored. That was the glass-half-full way to look at what she was juggling over the summer.

      Inside, Tom greeted her and pointed her in the direction of the kitchenette, where she was pouring herself a cup of coffee when Will walked in. She was prepared for this moment, because she had the advantage—she knew he was on the search and rescue team.

      He, on the other hand, had no idea she was part of the new trainee class.

      It was probably a bit of dirty pool, keeping
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