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    To my kids; Jin, Vivian and Jocelyn. The best things I've ever created. 
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Collide. Evolve. Love.

BETWEEN THE DAILY STRUGGLES of being a single mom and running her busy coffee shop, Kelli is swamped. Too busy to date and definitely too busy for love. Plus, if she keeps moving and focuses on everyone else, she doesn’t have time to ruminate on her failed marriage, that one hot hook up, or how overwhelmed she is... right?  

The small town of Port Russell might not look like much, but to Tom Marjorie, a man seeking a fresh start and a sense of purpose, he sees opportunity. A chance to lick his wounds and leave behind his family and their betrayal. A chance to build something with his own two hands. To fill the void that’s been gnawing at him as long as he can remember. 
Kelli is horrified to discover Tom, the one man she’d let in since her divorce, is opening a business next to hers. Tom, reeling from the surprise, can’t keep his eyes off her. He still has feelings; he just doesn’t know what to do with them. There are so many reasons a relationship between them won’t work; reasons fate and a few meddling friends refuse to let get in the way. 
Set against the backdrop of the breathtaking forests and rugged coastline of Vancouver Island, B.C., “Revolution” is a contemporary small-town enemies-to-lovers second-chance spicy fade-to-black romance. It is book three in the Port Russell Romance series. 
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Chapter 1
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“Yes, I understand. It’s just I can’t make espresso without a working machine.” Kelli glanced out the window to see if the afternoon rush was upon her. It started with the elementary parents arriving following pick-up, then the high school crowd. How was she going to manage without her trusty machine? The relentless West Coast January rain was coming down hard enough to make it difficult to see across the street. It sent a shiver up Kelli’s spine as the woman at Espressotec offered to schedule the repair man for two Wednesdays from now. Her pounding headache wound up a notch. “You have nothing sooner?”

The chime on the coffeehouse’s door rang, and Callum, Kelli’s exuberant eight-year-old son, ran in waving a soggy piece of paper. She’d missed Song’s van when she’d glanced outside. She must have parked in front of her parents’ salon next door.

“Mom! Guess what? We’re going on a field trip!” Callum yelled. 

Song Liu, Callum’s teacher this year and her former part-time employee, followed in his wake. She flashed an apologetic look at Kelli.

Kelli smiled at her son but held up a finger, and his wet sneakers let out a screech as he pulled to a stop before her, a sheepish grin on his freckled face.

“Yes. Okay, I understand. Can you also put me on the cancellation list?” Kelli asked. Callum tiptoed behind the counter and wrapped Kelli in a bear hug, melting her heart. She ruffled his bright red hair. He smelled like rainwater and pencil shavings. “Thanks so much.” She pressed End on the call and wrapped her arms around Callum. Hugs from him were thin on the ground these days. “Thanks, bud. I needed that.” As she squeezed, cold drops of water beading off his raincoat soaked through her sleeves. She pulled away to look down at him. “What’s this about a field trip?”

It was the first day back from winter break, and Callum had been more sullen than usual when she’d dropped him off at school. It had been a long break. Too many questions about his grandmother’s health she hadn’t been able to answer to his satisfaction. A lot of sulking and a few tantrums. She was glad he’d found something to look forward to. She scanned the sheet, looking for the cost. Doable, but only if she could get her espresso machine back online. Who wanted to come to a café for regular tea and coffee they could make at home?

“It’s going to be awesome! We get to go carving with the elders at the cultural centre. I can go, right?”

“Of course.” She’d figure out a way to pay for it. She always did. Callum whooped and thrust the soggy permission form at his mother before scampering from behind the counter. With sneakers still squeaking, he zoomed toward the kitchen to hang up his backpack and jacket, as was their routine. Kelli smiled. It was nice to see him in a better mood.

“Wow. Were you still on the phone with Espressotec?”

Kelli nodded.

“Yikes. That took forever! I would’ve had him wait,” Song said as she stepped behind the counter. “It’s nice to see Callum excited about something, and I appreciate his enthusiasm. It’s a refreshing change from how the rest of the class felt.” She sighed.

“No problem. He’s a bit hard to contain when he’s passionate about something. Although, I have to warn you, he may be more excited about getting to use the carving tools than the cultural bit.”

“So, what’s up with dear Bessie here?” Song asked, patting the side of the chrome espresso machine with fondness.

“The pump went, and the first available appointment is in two weeks. I’m praying for a cancellation. There will be some very disappointed customers, especially the high school crowd. What if they find somewhere else to hang out after school? Not the best way to start the new year.” Kelli absently grabbed a cloth, wiping the currently useless Bessie.

“Aw, that sucks.” Song squeezed Kelli’s upper arm. “People will understand. Just make more cinnamon buns to distract them,” she said with a smile.

The café door jingled again, and Song’s parents, Bowen and Ai—who were also Kelli’s new business neighbours—hurried in. They had pulled their jackets over their heads to protect against the downpour.

“Aiya! The awning is leaking. We almost drowned on the way over here,” Ai said, shaking the rain off her jacket as she stood on the mat by the door. “The rain. Does it ever stop?”

Song walked over to take her mother’s jacket. “I did warn you, Ma.” She put the coat on the coat rack next to the door. “You don’t have any clients right now?”

“We close for coffee break every day this time,” Song’s dad, Bowen, said as he added his coat to the rack.

Song quirked her brow. “You close for a coffee break?” She turned back to Kelli. “See? If people can accept that the only salon in town closes every day for a ‘coffee break,’”—Song made air quotes, flashing her father a cheeky smile—“they’ll totally get on board with drinking your delicious drip coffee until Bessie is fixed.” 

Kelli smiled gratefully as Callum roared back into the main room. “Mr. Liu! Mrs. Liu. I get to go on a field trip!”

Ai opened her arms, and Callum flew in for a brief hug. “We get to go to the cultural centre and learn all about wood carving.”

Ai looked at her daughter proudly before she smiled at Callum and cupped his cheek. “That is very exciting. Did you wash your hands, cheng zi?” 

Callum nodded vigorously. 

Ai placed her hands on her hips and cocked her head.

“Uh-oh, I know that look,” Song said, looking at Callum. “Did you, for real? She’ll know,” she stage-whispered.

Callum pivoted and ran-walked toward the bathroom. “Be right back!”

The adults laughed. Kelli felt her chest squeeze, so grateful for the Liu family. Without her mother to watch Callum after school now, he had to come to the coffeehouse every day. She didn’t know what she would do without them to help entertain him. Callum missed his grandmother, so having the Lius dote on him was a balm for that hurt. 

“You are so good to him. Thank you.”

Ai pushed away the compliment. “We neighbours must stick together. And we want to help him. He is a delight, and we know he has been having a hard time lately.” Ai brushed a hand down Kelli’s arm.

“Wait, is that why you guys close at 3:00 for a ‘coffee break,’” Song asked, wandering toward the counter with her parents.

“She comes for Callum. I come for the cinnamon buns,” Bowen said, patting his stomach.

Ai rolled her eyes at her husband. “You will look like bun soon enough. And you come for Callum too.”

Callum, joined Kelli behind the counter, his hands shiny wet following his trip to the bathroom. “Mr. Liu is teaching me to play chess. I never play as good as the older kids at the lunchtime chess club. They know so many moves I don’t. I don’t want to look like a baby who can’t play. Can I have a snack, Mom?”

“Ah, but they don’t know my best move. Today, I teach you my number one trick. A sneak attack!” Bowen said, winking at Callum. “But first, you reminded me I need snack too.”

Kelli sighed. “I have plenty of pastries, but unfortunately, we only have drip or press coffee and tea available now. My espresso machine is down.”

“No problem, we will have two green teas and one bun, please,” Ai said, daring Bowen to contradict her.

“You know best, taitai,” Bowen said, squeezing his wife’s arm. He turned toward his daughter. “What about you, gwai neoi?”

Song smiled at her mother. “I’d love to. Justin is going to meet me here just before our appointment.” 

Ai quirked her brow at her daughter, asking a silent question, and Kelli found herself getting teary. Not so long ago, she and her mother could have a whole conversation in a glance. To cover, she turned to get a teapot out of the cupboard. How quickly things were changing. 

“I’ll tell you later,” Song said quietly, casting a quick glance at Bowen and Callum who were busy setting up the chessboard at a corner table. “I don’t want to jinx anything.”

Kelli measured tea into the reusable basket and sniffed back the emotion before turning to check on the kettle. Great, even making tea without access to the hot water in the espresso machine would be a pain. “This is going to take a minute, Ai. Please, go have a seat. I’ll bring it out when it’s ready.” 

Ai smiled and headed for the table adjoining the chess lesson.

“You okay?” Song asked, leaning against the counter, concern clouding her face.

With tongs, Kelli picked out the largest cinnamon bun and put it on a plate for the Lius. She carefully arranged her face into a bright smile. “Definitely.”

“While you’re in there, I’ll take a lemon bar, please,” Song said. “Seriously though, Kelli. You know you can talk to me. I’m not going to stand here and pretend I didn’t see what I saw.”

Kelli put the lemon bar on a plate, then grabbed an oatmeal chocolate chip cookie for Callum before closing the display case. “Really. I’m good. Everything is good.”

“That’s a lot of goods.” Song paused for a beat. “I don’t want to put you on the spot or coerce you, but if you ever need anything, please know you can count on me. I can see you have a lot on your plate.”

“Noted,” Kelli said brightly, sliding the plate with Song’s treat across the counter to her. “What do you want to drink? Tea?”

“Sure, but make mine a chai tea. I need a little warmth. How did I forget how much I hate January here? I think there’s webbing growing between my toes.”

Kelli laughed. “Don’t you know? That’s the sign of a true Port Russellite. Can you give Callum his cookie? I’ll bring out the drinks as soon as they’re ready.”

Kelli watched as Song joined her parents and Callum. She waved at her son when he glanced up, and Callum acknowledged it with a small smile. For a moment, he looked so much like Liam it took her breath away. She quickly pushed that thought away. Better not to go down that slippery slope. What was wrong with her today? First, thoughts of her mother sent her toward the edge, and now memories of her brother and the dark time that followed threatened to overwhelm her. And, as always, the steady thrum of worry about Callum underpinned it all.

She needed to keep busy. No time to deal with all that right now.

As Kelli readied Song’s tea and poured Callum a glass of milk, she reflected on Song’s offer. Why hadn’t she said anything? Maybe that’s what she was missing. Someone to talk to. With Mom so far away at the care facility in Sooke, and with her Parkinson’s symptoms getting worse, Kelli didn’t want to burden her. People came to the café to be looked after, not to listen to sorry stories. She was supposed to be a sunny port in stormy weather. She obviously couldn’t talk to Callum about what was bothering her. Her chest ached in an all-too-familiar way. Loneliness. It was the worst part of being a single parent.

Kelli was rounding the counter with the loaded drinks tray when the door jingled again, reminding her she’d better make a sign informing her patrons that there would be no espresso for the foreseeable future.

Josh Cameron and his fellow RCMP member, Emmy Huong, entered, dressed for patrol.

“Hey guys, I’ll be right with you.”

They wandered over to the Lius and Callum. 

“What’s going on here?” Josh asked.

“Mr. Liu is teaching me to play chess, but I suck at it,” Callum said. 

Kelli sighed, hearing the negativity in her son’s voice.

“Ooh, I should come and get a lesson. Charles Merrick keeps beating me,” Emmy Huong said, pulling up a chair and peeking at the board while Josh waved and headed over to see what was in the display case. “Chī le ma,” Emmy said to Bowen.

“Hái méi, but I will soon,” Bowen answered, pointing at his half of the cinnamon bun.

Emmy laughed. “I didn’t mean literally. But I’m glad you’ll get the chance to eat.”

“Bowen never passes up the chance to eat,” Ai said primly, causing Bowen to splay his hand across his chest as Emmy and Song laughed.

Ai and Bowen had been thrilled to discover they had an Asian neighbor when they’d met Emmy not long after moving to Port Russell. Song had confided in Kelli that they really missed the strong Asian community in Vancouver. Now, they regularly met with Emmy and her husband, Mike, and their two boys, Oliver and Parker.

“I’m glad I ran into you. Would it be possible to move the dinner from Friday to Saturday night? Mike can’t get back from Victoria until late Friday night and then must go back Sunday. He doesn’t want to miss it.”

“Yes, we can do that. I will bring my board with me,” Bowen said, moving his rook. “Maybe Oliver and Parker want to learn too?”

Kelli arrived and set the tea on Ai and Song’s table, and then put a glass of milk by Callum.

“Make sure you don’t knock that, Cal,” Kelli said, and Callum nodded absently, engrossed in his study of the board.

Emmy laughed at Bowen’s suggestion for a chess lesson. “Maybe? I suspect my boys will find it difficult to sit still. They’re hell on wheels these days.”

Kelli squeezed Emmy’s shoulder. “Hey, let me know if you ever need a hand. The boys can come over for a playdate.” Callum looked up with expectant eyes. “But not today. Sorry, bud.” Callum’s shoulders dropped, but he quickly refocused on his chess match.

Emmy laid a hand over Kelli’s. “Thanks for the offer. Remember, same goes for you.”

“I haven’t had a chance to put up a sign, but unfortunately, I can’t make any espresso beverages at the moment.”

“No problem, but it’s Cameron’s turn to buy.” Emmy poked her head around Kelli to make eye contact with her colleague. “I’ll take a drip coffee and an oatmeal raisin cookie. Thanks!”

Kelli laughed and returned to the counter.

Josh waved with two fingers. “Your wish is my command.”

The door jingled again, and Josh’s entire face lit up when he turned to see his wife, Courtney. Kelli waved as she clenched her jaw in a pang of jealousy. She mentally chided herself. She should feel happy for her friends. It was clear the honeymoon wasn’t over, even after almost five months of married life.

Once Courtney had shed her soggy raincoat, she clasped Josh’s hand and leaned in for a kiss. Kelli turned to take stock of how many cinnamon buns she had left. How nice it must be to have someone so solid in your life. Someone who looked at you like you were the only woman in the world. So unlike who Rick turned out to be. Kelli swallowed a sigh.

“This is a pleasant surprise,” Josh said, moving a damp strand of hair from Courtney’s forehead. “I was just about to order. Want a coffee?”

“I noticed the time and hoped I might catch you on your break. I’ll likely be asleep when you get home tonight.” Courtney ran a hand down Josh’s arm. “No coffee for me. Remember?” She tilted her head and gave Josh a pointed look. 

Courtney wasn’t usually one to say no to coffee. Strange.

“Right. Peppermint tea.” Josh quirked a brow at Courtney, who nodded before continuing. “Two large drip coffees, an oatmeal raisin cookie, and a grilled cheese sandwich.”

“You’re eating raisins? This is a first,” Courtney said.

Emmy came up behind them. “No. He won’t ‘pollute’ his body with the foulness of raisins. That’s mine. Really though, you don’t know what you’re missing, man.”

“They look great. Add one for me?” Courtney asked, and Kelli nodded.

“Can you pass me a bag for the cookie? I’ll also need the coffee in a to-go cup, Kelli,” Emmy said. “Just got a call.”

“Oh, better pack mine up too, in that case,” Josh said, his face clouding with disappointment.

“You stay here with your lovely wife, Cameron. I’ve got it. You can buy next time too,” Emmy said.

“Deal. Thanks.”

Kelli put together the order, glancing at her own phone sitting next to the register. She’d missed a few calls. Her stomach dropped when she noticed they were from her mother’s assisted living facility. Once she’d delivered the coffee, tea, and snacks, she grabbed her phone.

“Hey, Song. Would you mind keeping an eye on things for me? I need to make a phone call.”

“Sure. No worries.”

Kelli moved into the kitchen, taking a minute to hang Callum’s bag on the hook she’d mounted low for him. At least it was inside the room this time. Progress over perfection, she reminded herself. Taking a deep breath, she hit redial. Ever since her mother’s health had declined, and they’d made the difficult decision to place her in the care home at the end of November before she deteriorated into needing a wheelchair, Kelli dreaded phone calls from the care home. They were rarely good news, as her mother had struggled with the transition and seemed to be growing weaker by the day. It had been hard the last year as her mother’s Parkinson’s Disease had worsened. Kelli knew her mother felt like a burden, and that was a factor in moving into assisted living, but it was hard not having her mother in Port Russell anymore. The closest facility available was in Sooke, an hour’s drive away.

The receptionist at the facility answered the call.

“Yes, hello. I missed some calls? This is Kelli Dunbar. Has something happened to my mother, Maura Flanagan?” 

“Ms. Dunbar, I’m afraid I have some bad news. Your mother took a bad fall earlier this afternoon and has been transferred to Victoria General.” 

Kelli’s heart took off at a gallop. 

“She was asking for you as she was transferred. Would you be able to make it to see her tonight?”

“Oh my god! Of course.” Kelli scrunched her eyes to hold the tears at bay and did some calculations. “Yes. I’ll leave as soon as I make arrangements for my son.”

“Drive safe, dear, and know that your mother is getting excellent care,” the receptionist said, her kind voice taking some of the sting from the news.

“I will. Thanks for letting me know.”

Hands shaking, Kelli ended the call. How had this happened? Her mother was supposed to be safer in assisted living, and now she’d had a fall and required hospitalization? Rubbing a hand over her face, she took a deep breath and tried to come up with a plan. The tension in her shoulders ramped up a notch, causing her head to throb again. Maybe the Lius wouldn’t mind taking Callum for the night, and when the café closed, she could drive to see her mom? It would be a late night for him, but what other options did she have? The door jingled, pulling her out of her head. Slipping her phone into her apron pocket, she hustled back into the café just as Josh was leaving.

Song was behind the counter, placing Josh’s cup and plate in the dishwasher.

“No new customers. Josh just got called out, so I put his coffee and sandwich in to-go containers. Everything all right?”

The tears welled again, and Kelli tried to blink them away. 

Ai brought her dishes to the counter. “Bad news about mom?” she guessed.

Kelli nodded, her throat tight. “She’s had a bad fall, and they’ve transported her to the hospital. Would you mind taking Callum for the night? It’ll be late, but once the café closes, I’ll head to Victoria General and check in on my mother.”

“We can, but tonight we stay open late, so maybe I can do some juggling and send Bowen home sooner.”

Courtney joined Ai. “Hey, I can take Callum. It’s just me and Russell rattling around in the manor since Josh is at work tonight. I can swing by your house and get him some overnight stuff, and we can have a sleepover.”

Song chimed in. “There’s also no need for you to wait until closing to go. I’ll fill in for you. Justin and I don’t have any serious plans for the night.”

Kelli bit her lip. This was too much to ask.

“It’s a plan,” Ai said firmly. “Neighbours help neighbours.” She shooed Kelli toward the back room. “Go get your coat and purse. We will deal with things here.”

Some of the tension eased in Kelli’s neck and shoulders. She shouldn’t be accepting their help so quickly, but what other choice did she have? She’d find a way to pay them back. She fished her store keys out of her apron and placed them in Song’s hands. “I can’t thank you enough.”

Kelli put her phone into her coat pocket, threw her apron in the laundry bin, and grabbed her purse while she thought about what to say to Callum. He’d be disappointed about being unable to visit his grandmother; he missed her probably more than Kelli did, but it would be best for her to go on her own to figure out what was happening. She’d keep it simple.

Pulling her coat on, she made her way over to Callum and placed a hand on his back. 

He looked up at her. “Look, Mom. I’m so close to beating Mr. Liu!”

Kelli leaned over and kissed his head, and Callum noticed she was wearing her jacket. “Hey, where are you going? I want to come.”

Kelli crouched down. “Your Gran had a fall and has been sent to the hospital.” Callum’s eyes grew wide, and Kelli squeezed his hands. “I know you want to see her, but I’m going to go and make sure everything is okay. Mrs. Cameron is going to take you to her house, and you’re going to have a sleepover because I’ll be back late.”

Callum scowled. “I want to go with you.”

“Aw, but then Russell won’t have anyone to hang out with,” Courtney said from behind, and Kelli flashed her friend a grateful look over her shoulder.

“Can he sleep with me?” Callum asked. 

Should have led with the dog, Kelli thought. It was Callum’s most fervent wish to have one of his own. Her life was crazy enough without pets added into the mix, so he was forced to get his dog fix elsewhere. Guilt made her chest feel too small.

“You bet. He’ll love that. And I’m making spaghetti for dinner.”

“Okay,” Callum said, turning his attention back to the chessboard.

“Please, remember your manners,” Kelli said as she stood. She placed a hand on either side of his face and kissed his forehead. “Love you, bud. See you in the morning. I’ll bring treats to school.”

“Yum!” Courtney said, reaching out to squeeze Kelli’s arm. “We’ve got this. Drive safe.”

Kelli hustled out the back door to the rear parking lot, throwing her hood up to shield herself from the downpour. She noticed an unfamiliar Toyota Land Cruiser and local real estate agent Ben Munro’s car parked beside the vacant unit at the other end of the strip mall. Finally. It’d been empty since the strip mall opened seven years ago when the original tenant ran out of money before opening.

As she started her car, she felt the tension in her shoulders ramp up again. Things were changing so much. She hoped it wasn’t going to become a liquor store or a café in direct competition with her. Though she’d worried about the Lius before they’d moved into the complex, their hair salon had brought more foot traffic in. Maybe the new business would too. She could only hope that her new neighbour would be as decent and hardworking as the Lius were.

But that was a worry for another day.
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Chapter 2
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Tom peered past the overworked wipers and gripped the steering wheel of his battered Land Cruiser a bit tighter, shivering in the January gloom. If he’d known it was raining this hard on this side of the island, he would have called the real estate agent and rescheduled. He glanced at his watch. Only fifteen minutes late, not too bad, considering how slowly he’d had to drive this last section of the inland highway. He peered up at the prematurely darkening sky. He really hadn’t thought this through. It would be dark when he finished seeing the property. Maybe Josh or Justin could put him up for the night?

He blamed his excitement. It was a nice feeling, especially considering how shitty he’d been feeling since everything had gone down with the winery and his family in October and November. He pulled to a stop at a T-intersection, carefully scanning for oncoming traffic before making a left turn. He was on the last stretch leading into Port Russell. Thank God.

He still couldn’t believe he’d lost the winery. It wasn’t for lack of trying. He’d fought hard. But without the support of his mother and sisters, and with the addition of the backstabbing behavior of industry people he considered friends, he didn’t stand a chance against the hostile takeover.

His father’s legacy. Gone. His purpose. Gone.

Unity Vineyards had been his life. He’d poured his heart and soul into it. His mother claimed that was one of the reasons she’d supported the takeover. She was worried his life would pass him by, and all he’d have to show for it was some bottles of wine. His sister Dana was engaged and in the process of adopting with her partner, and his baby sister Jessica had a husband and three-year-old twins, even though she was the youngest of the three of them. It was true he worked a lot, but he had a life. He made time to work out and looked after himself. He wasn’t a monk. Though he avoided anything serious—no one deserved to put up with his baggage—he didn’t shy away from physical entanglements when the opportunity arose. He smiled as he recalled the last: a gorgeous redhead he’d met at Josh and Courtney’s wedding. He was perfectly happy with the way things were.

He didn’t have much interest in becoming a husband or a father at this stage in his life. He was much better at, and happier, being the boss.

And in one fell swoop, it was gone.

Since the takeover, he’d been drifting. Bored out of his head, for one thing. He’d never worked solely for the money. He loved being busy. Solving problems. Getting his hands dirty. The terms of the takeover had made him a wealthy man—he could afford the time off—but he missed the structure of working. He missed building something every day. Making decisions. Leading people. Thank God he’d had the gym and his buddies there, or he’d have ended up in a very dark place. They’d provided him a life preserver—a reason to get out of bed every day.

But it wasn’t enough to sustain him.

His annual holiday call with his closest friends, Justin, Josh, and Tan, had proved fortuitous. He’d joined the call from the poolside bar at the Mexican all-inclusive he’d booked himself into to avoid celebrating the holidays with his family. In retrospect, it had been a reactionary decision, and even though the weather was beautiful and women gorgeous, he’d been lonely. He missed his mother and sisters.

Though he’d never give them the satisfaction of knowing that.

The speed limit dropped to fifty kilometers an hour as Tom hit the edge of Port Russell. He crossed the bridge over the San Juan River, the rainwater washing over the surface, splashing and pulling on his tires as the downpour intensified. He flipped the wipers to top speed and rolled his shoulders, tense after the arduous drive. Clicking on his indicator, he slowed to turn right onto the main drive into the centre of town.

Had that call only been a little over a week ago? Crazy. He was here in Port Russell because once the boys had dispensed with the customary wishes and shared their Christmas experiences, they’d fallen into the kind of easy conversation Tom loved to have with his oldest friends. Shooting the shit, they called it. An easy camaraderie where they talked about their hopes and dreams, their insecurities, their wins, their losses. Their petty grievances. The very best and most real parts of themselves. And the rest of the group just listened and accepted. It was what he loved most about the group of guys he’d met when they’d all attended Lake Mulligan and played rugby together. Tom chuckled as he recalled Justin bemoaning the fact that he was out of condition because his fiancée and her mother were excellent cooks, and there was nowhere in Port Russell to work out the way he wanted to. He worried that by his September wedding, he wouldn’t be able to fit into his favorite suit. He’d wished aloud for a fitness club or gym and said he’d pay anything for it.

And it had given Tom an idea and a new purpose. He was going to open a cross-training gym, hopefully in Port Russell.

He’d started looking for suitable properties that evening. When he’d come across the listing as he perched on a stool, nursing a cold Pacifico, he was thrilled. He’d liked Port Russell when he’d been there for Josh’s wedding over the summer, and thanks to Justin, he knew it needed a good gym.

He’d just driven over three hours in a winter deluge to see the location for himself. Tom pulled into the parking lot off Wickannish Road to inspect the strip mall with four units currently housing The White Raven Coffeehouse and the newly opened Lotus Salon & Spa. The building was a decade old, each quarter owned in strata rather than leased, which appealed to Tom. He didn’t really want or need a landlord at this stage in his life. It meant, though, that the price for the location put it out of reach for many prospective business owners. Luckily, he had plenty of capital of his own and could easily purchase the location and pay for the light renovations required. He’d spent the rest of his Mexican vacation diligently doing market research and creating a business plan. He wouldn’t get rich being a gym owner, but it would give him something to do every day and add to the community.

It was a solid plan.

As per the instructions he’d received from the real estate agent, Ben Munro, Tom pulled around the back of the commercial complex. He noticed a woman and a small boy disappear into the coffeehouse, quickly followed by an older couple, holding their jackets over their head despite the awning, which he found odd. This location was his first pick largely because of the existing businesses. The location was perfect—central—so great visibility and lots of parking. But having successful businesses alongside helped bring customers in, especially in the beginning. He hoped the space itself was just as great. The faster he secured a location, the quicker he could get the place up and running. Once the winter ended and outdoor sports became possible again, he’d have a smaller pool of clients to choose from. Tom pulled his Land Cruiser in behind the burgundy Mazda CX-9 parked in front of one of the garage doors of the end unit. A guy in his mid-forties with a dark beard popped out of the SUV, pulled open an umbrella, and hustled over to the driver’s side of Tom’s vehicle.

Tom rolled down the window.

“Tom? Hi, I’m Ben. It’s nice to meet you in person.” The real estate agent extended a hand through the open window and grasped Tom’s hand in a firm grip.

“Sorry I’m late and that I couldn’t text you. I lost cell service for a bit, and then the conditions on the road deteriorated.”

“No problem. I’m well acquainted with that highway, and given the conditions, I figured you might be a bit delayed. I caught up on some paperwork, so it’s all good. You’re my final appointment, so we have plenty of time. Ready to check it out?”

Ben held the umbrella over the car door as Tom got out, and then they walked toward the metal entry door set next to the garage doors at the end of the unit.

“Hopefully you got a chance to check out the documents I sent the other day?” Ben asked. 

Tom nodded. 

“So, you know that this unit was earmarked for a garage, hence the shop-style doors, and has an existing office and storage loft. If you do purchase, you can remodel the space to suit.” Ben unlocked the door and passed the umbrella to Tom. “I’ll just get the lights turned on. Give me a sec.”

Rain thrummed against the taut nylon of the umbrella, and Tom took the opportunity to check out the rear parking lot. No graffiti. A shared garbage area, fenced against the wildlife, located at the halfway point of the rectangular parking lot. It was neatly kept. The pavement was in good condition, though there were puddles in a few low points. Two cars were parked on the other side of the garbage compound, likely belonging to the other business owners rather than patrons, so this space would be mostly free of cars. When the weather improved, he’d like to run part of his program out here. He was happy there were garage doors. One less thing off the remodel list.

“Come on in,” Ben called from inside.

The space was empty, as the real estate agent had said. There had been photos of only the outside of the building on the listing and measurements for the interior, which had prompted his drive out here. If the inside wasn’t suitable for the equipment he’d have to install, it’d be useless to him. The ceilings were sixteen feet tall at this end of the complex, which would allow him to outfit the space with the fitness frames and ropes, and it looked like it would be fairly straightforward to make the office space into changerooms. Maybe turn the upper loft area into his office alongside the storage. The unit was seventy feet deep and forty feet wide, being a double-wide unit. In the corner on the opposite wall was a set of glass doors leading to the main parking lot. Six-foot-tall windows overlooking the parking lot filled the rest of the wall next to the door.

“So, what’s the plumbing situation in here?” Tom asked.

“This unit has them against the outer wall, with an outdoor hose attachment installed, as well as access in the office area through the wall shared with the salon.” Ben pointed them out, and Tom wandered over to look. “The floors are poured concrete and in great condition.”

Tom scanned the floor, checking for water stains. The ceiling was open beam, and industrial warehouse light fixtures were installed at intervals across the space. Tom pointed. “Ceiling’s insulated?”

“Yes. The building was kind of ahead of its time, so spray foam insulation was blown in, and the light fixtures are LED. The roller doors on the bays are Thermocore to reduce heat loss.”

Tom nodded his appreciation. That would keep heating and cooling costs down. He shivered in the open space, missing the warmth of Mexico.

“It is a bit chilly in here. Seen enough? We can go to The White Raven for a coffee and chat some more.”

“Sure. Mind if I snap a few pics?” Tom asked, pulling out his phone. Ben nodded.

Tom had spoken to a contractor he knew about remodeling and took pictures to help with measurements and planning. The space was better than he’d expected, and he tamped down his rising excitement. He needed to keep his business head on. While it suited his needs perfectly, he still had a few questions. He hoped the real estate agent would be able to give him an honest answer. While Tom took photos, Ben locked the back door.

“Let’s use the front door so you can check out the parking situation and the front of the complex. The walkway is covered, so we’ll mostly escape the rain.” He opened the glass door, and Tom stepped out under the faded green awning overhanging the unit’s door. It could use an update. Water dripped from a gash at one end of the coffee shop’s awning, creating a puddle on the sidewalk between the salon and the coffeehouse. That would have to be addressed. The parking lot, with a row of stalls facing Wickannish Road and another along the sidewalk, provided at least thirty parking spots for patrons. There were planter boxes, empty now, placed between each of the units, and the coffeehouse had a few metal tables arranged beneath the dry part of their awning next to their door.

Ben led the way past the neighboring unit containing the Lotus Spa & Salon, a handwritten note reading Closed for Coffee Break. Back in 20 Minutes posted on its door. The windows were frosted, so it was hard to make out what it looked like on the inside, but the sign mounted above the awning had looked professional when he’d driven in. When they got to the end, the door opened, and his buddy Josh’s new wife, Courtney, shepherding a slight boy with a shock of vibrant red hair, stepped out. Tom smiled. He loved that shade of red.

“Tom! What are you doing in town?” Courtney said with a smile while the boy waited with an exasperated look on his freckled face.

“Ben’s showing me some property,” Tom answered as Ben waved at Courtney and indicated he was heading into the café.

The boy began to shift, scuffing his shoe on the sidewalk.

“Sorry. I promised my friend Callum here a visit with Russell.” Courtney rolled her eyes. “You know how much kids love him.”

Tom smiled at the kid. “He is a cool dog. I’ll leave you to it.”

Tom entered the coffeehouse, inhaling the heady scent of coffee and cinnamon. His stomach growled. As Ben ordered at the counter, Tom scanned the cozy room. Local artwork adorned the shiplap walls. The bar, made from live edge wood, was beautiful and glistened beneath the multi-colored pendant lights hanging above it. The glass front display case to the right was full of treats, cinnamon buns, cookies, and various squares, as well as healthier fare, like sandwiches and fruit cups. It was a nice little place.

“Can I get you something? Their espresso machine is down, but they have drip and French press coffee. Tea. The cinnamon buns are phenomenal. A Port Russell gem,” Ben said.

“You sold me. I’ll take a cinnamon bun and a drip coffee.”

It was then he realized who was standing behind the counter: his buddy Justin’s fiancée, Song.

“Hey, Song. Fancy seeing you here. I thought you were teaching this year?” Tom smiled at the feisty woman who’d made his friend so happy.

“I am. Just filling in because the owner had a family emergency.”

The older Asian couple who had been sitting at a table near the front of the café wandered up to the bar with their dirty dishes.

“Here, gwai neoi,” the man said, nodding hello to Ben and Tom as he passed the stack of china to Song. “Less work for you.”

“Thanks, Dad. You know Ben, but let me introduce you to one of Justin’s good friends, Tom Marjorie. Tom, these are my parents, Ai and Bowen. They run the spa and salon next door. Tom makes that wine you guys like so much,” Song said, smiling up at Tom. 

As he extended a hand and shook Bowen and then Ai’s, Tom tried to ignore the pang of regret that gripped him. He used to make that wine.

“It is nice to meet you, Mr. Marjorie,” Bowen said as Ai pulled on his arm. “Ah, we must go. We have a client arriving soon.”

While they walked out, Song poured two cups of coffee for Ben and Tom. “The coffee fixings are over there.” She pointed to the counter with carafes of cream and milk and bins with packets of sugar and sweeteners. “I’m going to warm up the buns for you. I’ll bring them out to you when they’re ready.”

Once they’d doctored their coffees, Tom and Ben settled into seats at a table against the wall.

“Have any questions about the property?”

“What’s the permit situation in Port Russell like these days?” Tom asked. “I’d want to be up and running as soon as possible. Would I be waiting weeks for district permission?”

“You’re in luck there. The local business association has hated that this place has been vacant so long, and as several members are also on the municipal council, I’m certain that the permits and inspections could be fast tracked. They’re very proactive.”

Song arrived with the warm cinnamon buns and a stack of napkins. Tom’s mouth watered.

“Made fresh today. Enjoy! Let me know if you need anything else.”

The door jingled, and a small group of teenagers entered the café.

“Busy place,” Tom remarked, tearing off a section of the warm cinnamon bun, almost moaning when the soft, yeasty bread with just the right amount of cinnamon and sugar hit his tongue.

“It is. It’s becoming a bit of a hub for the town. The owner, besides being an amazing baker, is also really involved in the community. She hosts open mic nights and donates to local groups. Now with the salon and spa opening, there is even more foot traffic. You’re thinking of opening a gym?”

Tom swallowed. “Yeah. A barbell club. I’d offer a cross-training workout of the day in several timeslots five to six times a week to start. Likely make the space available for individual training sessions in between, and maybe lease the space to other fitness groups, like martial arts or yoga.”

“That would be amazing. Currently, we drive about thirty minutes to find anything like that. I think your business would thrive.”

Tom nodded and took a sip of coffee. He was aware. There were no other cross-training facilities nearby, the facility Ben mentioned being a 30-minute HIIT location in Jordan River. He’d be offering something unique to the area.

The teenagers took their coffee to go, and as they were leaving, another patron entered.

“Tom! What the hell are you doing here?” Justin said, a huge smile on his face. “When did you get back from Mexico?”

“Got in day before yesterday.”

Justin noticed Ben sitting with Tom, and he narrowed his eyes. “You’re thinking about relocating to Port Russell?” 

Tom didn’t miss the flash of longing he saw on Justin’s face—a definite factor to consider in his decision.

“Something like that. Give me a sec to wrap things up with Ben, and we’ll catch up. Yes?”

Justin nodded and approached the counter to talk to Song.

Once Justin was out of earshot, Tom spoke to Ben. “I like what I see, but I want to sleep on it. Are you available tomorrow if I decide to proceed?”

Ben’s face lit up. “You bet. Just give me a call. I’m free until two tomorrow.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to run.” He stood and stacked his mug on his plate before extending a hand to Tom. “If you’re ready to put in an offer, I think you could easily go three percent below asking. It’s been sitting empty for seven years, after all.”

Ben carried his empty dishes to the counter, greeting Justin as the younger man passed by with his coffee, taking Ben’s abandoned spot at Tom’s table.

Justin put down a sketchbook and his steaming cup before pulling out a chair and joining Tom.

“You’re back drawing?” Tom asked, indicating the sketchbook.

“Yeah,” Justin said with a smile. “It’s been a great help with my mental health.” 

Song arrived with a grilled sandwich, leaning in to kiss Justin’s temple. “His work is beautiful. I brought this for you because I know you probably didn’t eat lunch.”

Justin wrapped an arm around the slender woman and pulled her in for a side hug. “Thanks, babe.”

“Sorry I changed plans on you. Are you sure you don’t mind?” Song asked.

“Nah. Kelli needed the help, and now I get to catch up with this guy. It’s all good.” 

Song leaned in for a kiss, and Tom looked pointedly at the crumbs on his now-empty plate. He was happy for his buddy, but it didn’t mean he wanted to see him get all lovey-dovey with his girl. His interest was piqued at the name Kelli. Was it the Kelli he knew?

Once Song had returned to the counter to help a couple who’d entered the coffeehouse, Tom asked, “Is this the Kelli I met last summer?” He tried to keep his voice neutral. The guys knew that he and Kelli had flirted at Josh’s wedding in August, but none of them knew that it had gone much further than flirtation that night. He wasn’t in the habit of kissing and telling.

“Yeah. The same. She owns The White Raven,” Justin said, picking up his sandwich and taking a big bite. “So, what are you doing in town? Why didn’t you let me know you were coming?” he said, the words muffled by his mouthful of food.

“Dude,” Tom said. “Just chew.” He considered this new information. Another point for Port Russell



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





