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Stop hiding. Start fighting. Prepare to rejoice.



RCMP Officer Emmy Huong is trained to handle emergencies, but nothing prepared her for the crisis unfolding at home.
When the brutal reality of divorce tears Emmy’s world apart, the genuine connection she’s finding with her new partner, Rafaela Ortega, is a light she can’t ignore. Just as their budding feelings deepen, Emmy’s manipulative ex-husband makes a devastating play: reveal her sexuality to Port Russell and use it to shame her and get full custody of her sons.
Torn between her family and her heart, Emmy faces an impossible dilemma. She can keep hiding, or she can fight for a life where she doesn’t have to choose between motherhood and authenticity.
With the clock ticking over the course of the fall holiday season toward a dramatic, life-altering Christmas confrontation, Emmy and Rafi must weather the storm if they hope to find their snow-filled happily ever-after and truly rejoice in their future.

Set against the backdrop of the breathtaking forests and rugged coastline of Vancouver Island, B.C., Rejoice is a contemporary, small town, multicultural, single mother heroine, partners to lovers, closed door, sapphic holiday romance.






  
  





For my Lovely Ladies.

Thank you for holding me up during the worst year of my life.

I'm still here because of you.








  
  Author's Note


Welcome to Port Russell!

The author of this book is Canadian, and the story takes place in the fictional Vancouver Island town of Port Russell. We do things a little differently in Canada, most notably in our spelling conventions; a unique blend of American and UK spellings. Thanksgiving also falls in early October in Canada, just so you're aware. 
Though it may look odd, the author assures you it is simply Canadian, and done on purpose.
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  Emmy
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September 4


Emmy pounded up the staircase on a mission to retrieve the best man’s keys, the form-fitting gold cheongsam she was currently wearing impeding her progress. God, she hoped she didn’t rip it. She was glad to have a task to interrupt the relentless rumination that made it hard to concentrate on why she was here—to support Song and Justin and celebrate their wedding with them. A wave of anxiety forced her to pause midway to the room the men in the wedding party had used to change into their Tang suits. Emmy placed a hand over her thrumming heart and tried to take a full breath. If they only knew. She attempted to shake the swirling thoughts that had been a constant soundtrack running beneath the events of this special day. 
Where the hell was her husband? 
Why hadn’t Mike shown up at the wedding like he said he would?
Emmy tamped down the buzzing thought that all was not well with her marriage. She absently squeezed the skin between her thumb and forefinger in the hopes it would reduce the vice of stress wrapped around her forehead but quickly abandoned her attempt to calm herself. It’d be better to focus on the task at hand and search for Josh’s keys. Time was of the essence; the last thing Emmy wanted was for Courtney, Josh’s wife, to deliver her baby on the side of the highway. She could be in labour for hours longer, or end up delivering in the driveway, especially since her water had broken. It was hard to predict with first-time mothers. They needed to head to the hospital. Now. 
Her own mother had warned her to expect lengthy labours, always laying on a guilt trip about the forty-eight hours of “hell” she’d endured delivering her “ungrateful” firstborn, but Emmy’s longest labour, with her oldest, Parker, had lasted barely six hours. Oli’s labour was just four hours. She’d only been in hospital thirty minutes when he entered the world.
Emmy opened the door to the men’s room and scanned it for Josh’s pants. It looked a bit like her boy’s bedrooms — pants and jackets discarded everywhere — and she rolled her eyes. Men. She reached for the closest pair of pants. The absolute look of terror on Josh’s face when Courtney announced her water had broken popped into her head as she rummaged through the pockets. No keys. Emmy noticed the neatly folded pants and jacket at the end of the bed. 
Definitely Josh’s. He was always so anal about his stuff. 
She smiled as she searched the pockets and located the keys. The poor guy didn’t know what he was in for. Her smile slipped as memories of her own trips to the hospital reminded her once again of the conspicuous absence of her husband. She clenched the keys in her fist, the metal biting into her palm. Focus, Emmy. Her search had taken at least ten minutes. She needed to get going.
Emmy dashed back downstairs and pressed the keys into Josh’s hand, relieved to see his RCMP training had kicked in, and his panic had abated.
“Good luck, Corporal,” she said, squeezing his hand lightly. Josh nodded, giving her a nervous smile, before turning to grasp Courtney’s elbow to support her as they began shuffling toward the driveway. 
Emmy moved to stand next to the beaming bride and soon-to-be auntie, Song. The rest of the wedding guests were lured to the tent set up on the lower lawn for the reception with the promise of champagne. Emmy wished she could join them.
“I can’t believe she went into labour today,” Song said to Emmy in Mandarin as they watched Josh and Courtney, now joined by her grandparents, make their way to Josh’s truck. 
Emmy glanced over at the bride, still in her lovely red qun kwa from the tea ceremony, but saw only happiness. She smiled. Song was one of the good ones; some women would be furious to have their big day upstaged this way. 
“An auspicious day all round,” she replied in Mandarin.
“Before I forget, thank you for the lion dancers,” Song said in English as she turned and gently squeezed Emmy’s upper arm. “It was an amazing surprise.”
“You’re welcome mei-mei. Mike and I wanted to give you something unique.” Her husband’s name tasted like pennies on her tongue. 
He should have been here, though he had nothing to do with the gift. Lately, he barely had time to talk to the boys on the phone when he called. When she’d brought up the arranging of the lion dancers with him weeks ago, he’d dismissed her with a "whatever you think’s best, dear". Emmy scowled, remembering. The muscles in her neck and shoulders tightened again with stress.
“Where is Mike?” Song asked, scanning the crowd milling about on the lawn. “I’ve been so busy all day, I don’t think I’ve seen him.”
Emmy’s stomach flopped like a fish caught in a net. “Probably wrangling the boys.” Emmy let out a nervous laugh. She hated lying, especially to Song, but she didn’t relish the conversation she’d need to have if she didn’t. Song needed no more drama today. “Speaking of which, I’d better go look for my rascals, make sure they haven’t eaten their body weight in baked goods.”

      [image: ]Just as dinner was finishing up, Mike texted. 

Mike


Sorry. Couldn’t make it. 



WTF? Emmy’s head pounded in time with the beat of the music the DJ was blasting. Missing all day, and that was the explanation? Exhausted after an early start and the week of festivities leading to the wedding, Emmy seized the opportunity to leave once the dancing started, even though Ai, Song’s mother, offered to take the boys home so she could stay. The last thing she wanted was to be the odd one out while couples, inspired by the romance of the occasion, paired off on the dance floor. 
“Thanks, but you should stay and enjoy your daughter’s wedding. These guys will be up early tomorrow, and I may get called in to cover for Josh.” She noticed Kelli and Tom getting cozy as they danced. Emmy decided to take Callum for Kelli; the single mother deserved to have some alone time with her boyfriend. 
Ai smiled up at Emmy, squeezing her upper arm just like Song had earlier. “Okay. You call me if you do and I help with the boys.”
Emmy scanned the crowd for her boys as she fired off a text to Kelli and located them racing around with Callum on the lawn beside the tent. The sun had dipped behind the stand of cedars that edged the property, and they were waving glow sticks Song and Justin had provided for the guests. They wouldn’t want to leave, but bribing them with a sleepover might do the trick. She wanted to go home, get out of this dress and figure out what the hell was going on with her husband.
The lights in her living room were blazing in the gathering dusk when she pulled up to her house. Maybe Mike got in late and skipped the wedding? She scanned the street for his vehicle.
“Mom, can we have a snack? I’m starving?” Oli asked.
She caught his eye in the rearview mirror. “How on earth can you be hungry? I saw your dessert plate. I think you had two of everything on offer.” Oli shrugged, his face cracking in a wide grin.
“What can I say, Mom. I’m a growing boy.” 
Oli, Parker, and Callum erupted into giggles, which caused Emmy to smile. What would she do without her boys?
“I could rustle up a snack. Fruit, or something healthy though. You’ve eaten enough sugar for a month, young sirs. Help me grab the bags from the back please.”
The three boys scrambled to retrieve the luggage while Emmy headed to the door. It was locked, but that didn’t mean Mike wasn’t inside. She opened the door, and the boys piled into the front foyer, shoes and bags abandoned as they tore off to their rooms.
“I gotta get out of this shirt,” Oli said to Callum. “I’ve been itchy all day.”
Sighing, Emmy bent to move the bags out of the way and straighten the shoes, looking for Mike’s. Did he come in the back door? 
“Meet me in the kitchen when you’re in your pj’s, guys,” Emmy shouted, toeing off her pumps with a sigh of relief. “I’m going to change and then get your snack ready.” 
Emmy scooped up the bag with her other dress and walked down the hall to the main bedroom. It was on the opposite side of the house from the boys; it had been a major selling point for Mike.
“It means total privacy, babe,” he’d grinned, waggling his eyebrows suggestively when the realtor had pointed the feature out to them. She’d been massively pregnant with Parker at the time and could think of nothing she’d rather do less than get it on with her husband. That feeling hadn’t lasted long— Oli coming along fourteen months later was testimony to that. Of course, since Mike had started his job in Victoria over a year ago, she could scarcely remember the last time they’d been intimate. Since the spring, he’d hardly been home once a month. And when he was, he’d been distracted. Irritable. Emmy’s headache from earlier returned, and she absently squeezed the pressure point on her hand for a moment before she pushed open the door to her room with her stockinged foot.
The lights were on, and all the drawers Mike used were open. 
And empty. 
Her heart pounded, and she scanned the room for threats as her RCMP training kicked in. Had they been robbed? The door to the walk-in closet was open, though it was dark. Slowly, with caution, she eased her way over and flipped on the light. It was half empty; the rail where Mike had left some of his suits was now empty. The shelves he’d used to store his hockey jerseys and sweatshirts bare. 
Emmy’s mouth grew dry. 
All of her things were still there. Shifting the bag containing her red serge out of the way, she found the lockbox in the spot she'd left it. The blood drained from her face as she put the pieces together. Stiffly, she left the closet and walked toward the bed. It was then she saw the envelope with her name in Mike’s untidy scrawl propped up against her pillow.
Hands shaking, she opened it and read the hastily written note inside. The words slammed into her like a Mac truck.

Emmy,
I’ve moved out. I know finding out this way will upset you, but leaving while you and the boys were gone was the only way I could get space without conflict.
I’ve been unhappy for a long time. Somewhere along the way, I stopped recognizing myself. I kept trying to fit into a role that never felt natural, telling myself it was enough. Every time I tried to bring up how I was feeling, I felt dismissed or minimized. I just stopped talking because it felt pointless.
I can’t keep living like that. I know you’ll say this is selfish, and maybe it is, but staying out of guilt or obligation would be even worse for everyone. The boys deserve a father who isn’t resentful or hollowed out, and I can’t be that person if I keep pretending everything’s fine.
I don’t expect you to agree with this, but I expect you to respect that this is something I have to do. I need clarity, stability, and a chance to rebuild myself as a person—not just a partner, not just a father, not just someone trying to meet expectations he never quite could.
Don’t contact me for a while. I’m not disappearing; I need distance to get my head on straight.
Mike


Did he get help writing the note? Her stomach squeezed at that thought. He didn't even have the decency to write his own letter? She scanned it again; it felt off to her. The Mike she knew didn't sound like that.
Her eyes fell on the word unhappy. He'd been unhappy? He’d tried to talk to her, and she dismissed him? 
Emmy searched her memory and came up short. She thought they’d hit a rough patch, like many parents with young kids did, but was sure they’d be able to work it out. Was confident they were a team. How had she missed his misery? Emmy slid down the edge of the bed until she hit the floor, slumping against the mattress, her body numb.
Mike had left her. 
Did he want a divorce?







  
  Rafi
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September 4


Rafi Ortega nodded her thanks to the member sitting behind the duty desk as she pushed the door open with her shoulder. His name was Adam? Alex? She couldn’t remember. The shrill ring of the phone grated on her nerves. They’d worked a couple of shifts together in her time at this detachment, but after so many detachments and so many members, the faces and names kind of blurred together. 
“Take it easy, Corporal Ortega. Thanks for all your help,” Adam or Alex said before he reached to answer the phone. 
Rafi was relieved all she had to do was wave and carry her banker’s box out to her rental car. Part of her wished this, yet another goodbye, wasn’t the norm, but this was the job she signed up for. She filled in when detachments needed help, all over the country. Yeah, it meant that she lived like a nomad, but she liked it that way. It suited her restless nature. Prevented her from stagnating or getting bored, like so many of the members she worked with. Relationships and mortgages tied them down. Expectations. Her sisters teased her, like to call her ‘homeless’. 
That wasn’t true; she had a home — her mother’s house in Edmonton. 
Her mother and two younger sisters were all the family she was prepared to look after at this point in her life. She still made a difference in people’s lives, just like she’d wanted to when she’d decided to become an RCMP officer in her senior year of high school. She didn’t need to remain tied to one place to contribute. A member for eight years now, her superiors were wondering if she would ever accept a long-term assignment, but Rafi was happy. Filling in a few weeks or months at a time wherever an interesting assignment popped up meant she was always excited about the job, and she avoided getting too entangled with anyone. Romantically or otherwise. Life was good.
Rafi ambled into the parking lot beside the detachment, the dull, drizzly weather the perfect end to her unremarkable stint in Kingston. She hit the button on the rental’s key fob, and the trunk popped open. Resting the box against the lip of the trunk, she shifted the duffle with her gym stuff over to set the box down. Thankfully, Rafi had found tape to seal the box shut so she wouldn’t have to beg some cute gate agent for some before she checked it at the airport. She checked her smartwatch. It was just a few minutes past five. Plenty of time to get to the airport for her eight o’clock flight. Maybe she’d hit the airport bar for a beer before takeoff. Back-to-back shifts last week meant no drinking, or she wouldn’t be duty ready. She was looking forward to a few weeks of downtime in Edmonton. She hadn’t been home since March, and her mother was getting antsy. Her sisters had been hinting that it was time for a major shopping trip. It was a good thing she’d been socking away her overtime money. Gaby’s university tuition had made a big dent in her savings account. 
She swiped down to check her text messages and smiled when she saw one from her buddy, Josh. One of the few people she kept in regular contact with. They’d been at Depot in the same class and then worked together when he’d been in Prince George a few years back. He’d hated that post and left as soon as one had opened on Vancouver Island, not long after she’d finished her stint in Prince George. He’d been on the north end of the island for a bit but had finally found a posting in the town he’d grown up in. Rafi had laughed when he told her that was his ambition. Why would anyone want to live where they’d grown up? He’d married his high school best friend, Courtney, a year ago; Rafi had been invited but had been doing a stint in Nunavut at the time and had to send her condolences. Josh had looked so happy in the photos he’d shared, so Rafi was glad for him. He deserved some joy after the crap he’d endured growing up. She tapped the message to open it up. A tiny picture of a beaming Josh holding a small white bundle in his arms popped up on her smartwatch.
“Holy shit!” Rafi exclaimed before huffing out a laugh. She slammed the trunk shut and pulled her phone out of her pocket to see Josh’s message better before sliding into the driver’s seat. She opened the text thread.
Josh Cameron

So, this just happened. I’m a dad! Can you believe it? She came a bit earlier than we expected, and they have no one to cover my paternity leave yet. Still doing short-term stints? I hate to leave my team in the lurch. Are you available to cover a couple of weeks in Port Russell? 


Rafi considered. Josh was one of the good ones. A good friend. He would be concerned about the impact on his team. He’d been a lifesaver at Depot; she’d never have made it past the athletic requirements or been able to shake off the casual misogyny without him. She owed him. Plus, she’d never worked on the coast. God, how he’d waxed on about how gorgeous it was there. Called it the ‘most beautiful place on earth’. Hey, maybe she’d get the chance to try out surfing. And it’d be a quiet post; Port Russell was rural policing. After placements in cities, first Surrey, now Kingston, a nice quiet rural detachment would be a pleasant change of pace. Rafi sighed. Her mother was going to lay the guilt on thick, but maybe she could be soothed with a nice weekend girls' trip to Victoria.
Rafi Ortega


¡Hola, amigo! ¡Felicidades! I am available — just leaving a post in Kingston. When would you need me? 


Rafi glanced at her watch. What time was it in B.C. anyway? She slid her key into the ignition. No point in waiting around for Josh’s answer. She’d head to the airport and get that beer. Her watch buzzed.
Josh Cameron


Oh my god. You are a lifesaver, Rafe. Gracias! I’ll let my superiors know ASAP. Next Wednesday too soon?


So much for her downtime. A weight she didn’t know had been pushing on her, lifted. Huh. She hated being idle. At least she’d get a week with her mother and sisters before she had to head to B.C.

      [image: ]“Mama is going to kill you! Why’d you go and do that?” Ana exclaimed as she chucked a tortilla chip at her older sister. The middle sister, Ana, still in her scrubs, had come to Julio’s Barrio, their favorite Mexican restaurant on Whyte Avenue, straight from her shift at the nearby University of Alberta Hospital.
Rafi ducked to the side, and the chip sailed past her, hitting their youngest sister, Gaby. 
“Hey. No throwing food!” 
Ana grabbed a handful of chips and launched them across the table toward Gaby.
“Both of you, knock it off,” Rafi said. “You’ll get us kicked out of this fine establishment.” Her sisters howled with laughter.
Rafi doubted that. Julio's was filled to the gills with rowdy university students on the first Friday night of the new school year. Someone drunkenly bumped into the back of her chair, and she turned to make sure they were okay. A lot of these kids looked barely legal. It’d be so easy for any of them to end up in over their heads. She and her sisters had better get their drinks into them and get going; things were devolving. Rafi could sense it. And she was exhausted, still on Ontario time. The server, a curvy redhead with a full sleeve tattoo, arrived with their jug of strawberry margaritas, her eyes lingering on Rafi just a beat longer than acceptable. Rafi felt her chest flush as she flashed the toned redhead a flirtatious smile. 
“Thanks, muñeca.” 
Rafi held her breath to see if the woman spoke any Spanish; she nodded before she was called over to a neighbouring table. Just as well, she only had a few days in Edmonton. She needed to focus on her family. By the time she’d landed the other night, the short-term posting in Port Russell was all set up. She needed to be there by Wednesday afternoon. That gave her just four more full days with Mamá, Ana, and Gaby.
Gaby stood and grabbed the jug to fill the heavy hand-blown glasses with slushy red margarita. 
“Seriously Rafi, Mamá is going to be disappointed. Why’d you take another posting? Where is this one?” Gaby sat back in her chair and lifted her glass in a toast before she drank. “Salud, Papá.” 
“Salud, Papá,” Rafi and Ana echoed before all of them took a deep drink. Ana hummed, closing her eyes in ecstasy.
“God, you have no idea how much I needed that. But, first, Rafi. Why are you breaking Mamá’s heart?”
Rafi rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to break Mamá’s heart. We’ve had some time together already and have the weekend too. I’m going to arrange for a girls' weekend away in Victoria for Thanksgiving.”
“Smart,” Gaby said, nodding her approval. “Bribery. Good thinking.”
Rafi flashed her youngest sister a disapproving look, making Ana and Gaby roll their eyes at each other. Ana reached for the jug and refilled her glass. “Anyway, I’m helping out a friend,” Rafi said.
“Friend? You have a friend? This is news to us,” Ana quipped before taking another deep drink of her margarita. 
What had happened at the hospital, Rafi wondered. Her sister would be smashed soon if she kept up this pace. Rafi’s leg began bouncing with worry beneath the table. Gaby shot her anxious look, so she forced her leg to fall still.
“Ha-ha. Yes, I have friends. You remember Josh? From Depot?”
“Ooh, the hot kayaker?” Ana asked.
“The hot married kayaker, yes.” Ana shrugged and took another drink. “He and his wife just had a baby, but their little girl came a little early and his paternity leave coverage hadn’t been lined up yet. He didn’t want to leave his detachment shorthanded, so he reached out to ask if I was available.” Rafi pulled the photo Josh had sent up on her phone and turned it towards her sisters.
“Aww,” Gaby cooed. “He looks so proud. ¿Una niña pequeña?”
“Sí. No, I don’t know what her name is yet, in anticipation of your next question.”
“Brave to be having a baby in this world,” Ana said, her mouth twisting.
Gaby threw another chip. “You are such a downer! Just be happy for the man. Bad things happen, yes. It doesn’t mean the whole world is bad.”
Ana shrugged. Rafi sighed. Gaby was younger than them and had been sheltered from most of the terribleness surrounding their father’s death. He was a hard worker, but a drunk driver had collided with their father’s car on his way home from a night shift, and he’d died instantly. Gaby had been eight, Ana sixteen, while Rafi was in grade twelve and had just turned eighteen. Now, Rafi and Ana’s jobs as a police officer and an emergency room nurse put them on a collision course with terrible things more often than either of them would like. Rafi was glad Gaby, studying to be an elementary teacher, would continue to be sheltered from some of the darkness of the world. She wished she could shelter
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