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Welcome to Port Russell, B.C.!

Resist all you want; love will find a way.

Port Russell, a hidden gem nestled amongst the old growth on the west coast of Vancouver Island, is the best place in the world, according to recently returned teacher Courtney Merrick. Back home to recover after her disastrous first relationship implodes, Courtney vows to focus on her career and looking after her wild grandparents, leaving love to those who still believe in it.
Her resolve wobbles when she runs into Josh Cameron, her high school bestie and secret first love, when she’s called down to the RCMP detachment to bail out her grandparents following their arrest at the Gnome Lake logging protest. When Josh and Courtney team up to figure out who is behind the escalating threat to their idyllic town, can Courtney continue to resist falling in love?
Resistance is a contemporary Canadian small- town, friends to lovers, medium heat, fade to black romance, set against the backdrop of old growth logging protests.
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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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Do you like to get all the juicy gossip? Want access to subscriber-only gifts and opportunities? Sign up for my bi-monthly newsletter and get in on Port Russell's most exclusive club! 
www.keayfrancis.com/bookclub/Add your name on the list here.


Did you know?
A great way to support independent authors like me, especially when there are too many books and not enough time or money to get them all, is to subscribe to their newsletter, follow them on social media and recommend them to your friends. If you want to be a reading rockstar, leave a review on the platform you got your book from, or on sites like Goodreads, BookBub, or your social media pages. It all helps, I promise!
Thank you for your support and readership. It means the world to me.
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  Chapter 1
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Courtney sighed, blowing the bangs out of her eyes as she pulled her Subaru into the small lot outside the squat brick RCMP station, the late May sunshine a strange juxtaposition to her errand. Didn’t the police have better things to do than arrest septuagenarians? 
She threw open her car door, lifted the strap of her crossbody bag over her tangled brunette ponytail, and jumped out. Courtney marched across the small dandelion-spotted lawn to the front door of the detachment she’d always thought looked like something one of her Grade 3 students had built out of Lego bricks—square, with a window on either side of the door. She couldn’t believe she was here. What on earth had Gram and Gramps done to get themselves arrested? And who the heck had arrested them? 
With Gramps finally retiring from running the logging company, Courtney thought maybe her grandparents would travel or explore new hobbies, like bird watching or oil painting. She hadn’t expected them to take up a life of crime.
An electronic buzz announced her presence in the small vestibule as she opened the door. A chest-high counter topped with plexiglass barred the way to the offices in the back of the building. A thirsty plant sat on the dark-green Arborite counter next to a rack of recruitment brochures. Courtney snorted—there probably wasn’t a person of recruiting age, herself excluded, for at least forty kilometres. Once most people could drive, they left Port Russell and never came back. She seemed to be the exception to the rule, returning at the start of the school year after six years away.
“Hello?” Courtney called after glancing around for a bell and coming up short. The fluorescent light above her flickered off, then on again, humming loudly. Framed photos of the current detachment officers hung on the wall behind the counter, drawing her eye to a familiar face. Josh Cameron? He was back here? In Port Russell?
“Hey, Courtney,” a melodic female voice said.
“Ah!” Courtney startled, raising a hand to hover over a heart racing like a greyhound, her mind having wandered to a decade past upon seeing Josh’s photo.
“Hi, Constable Huong. I’m here to pick up my grandparents?”
Emmy Huong, a stocky woman a decade older than Courtney, with raven-colored hair and warm brown eyes, smiled from the other side of the counter. “I figured. Come on through. Charles and Norma are waiting in the back.” 
The door next to the counter buzzed, and Courtney pushed it open. As she walked by the photos, she scrutinized the man decked out in his duty uniform with a short-sleeved grey shirt covered by a black vest emblazoned with “police.” The skinny arms and slim shoulders Courtney remembered from high school were now replaced by the bulk of toned muscles. It was indeed Josh, her former best friend, and first crush. His kind grey-blue eyes, sun-kissed skin, and clipped dark-brown hair were the only recognizable things about him. The trim beard was a surprising addition. He was barely shaving the last time she saw him, at sixteen. What was he doing back in town? Courtney groaned inwardly. 
“Before we go in, I forgot to ask, why were my grandparents arrested?”
“Oh,” Constable Huong said, looking over her shoulder. “My bad. I should have said on the phone. We cleared the protest at Gnome Lake.”
“Did you arrest them?”
“No, the new guy drew the short stick. Though, maybe you know him? He said he went to high school here. Josh Cameron?”
Courtney’s stomach did a slow roll. “Yeah. I went to school with him.” The image of Josh on the beach smiling as he leaned in to kiss her just days before he moved away without telling her popped into her head. Then it was replaced in short order by the memory of the anguish she felt when her ex, Nathan, admitted he was cheating on her. 
Ugh. Men. She reminded herself she was here for a more important reason. “Are my grandparents okay? I mean, do I have to post bail or something?”
“No, that’s an American thing. I offered to drive them home, but they insisted on calling you to come and pick them up.”
An alarm sounded deep within. This felt like a setup, but Courtney tamped it down. “They’re free to go? I’m sorry. I don’t know much about the process.”
“That’s a good thing,” Constable Huong said, swiping a key card over the pad next to the door leading into the administrative part of the detachment. She pushed the door open and gestured for Courtney to go before her. “We’ve released them on their own recognizance with an order to appear at a later date.”
“In court?” Courtney squeaked. 
Constable Huong looked over, black brows knitted in concern. “It’s just a mischief charge. Given it’s their first offense, I’m sure the judge will be lenient.”
Her grandmother’s distinctive peal of laughter drifted past Constable Huong, and Courtney scowled. Gram was chatting with the dispatcher at the break table set up along the back wall in the kitchen area of the detachment. Meanwhile, Gramps was studying a chessboard on the desk in the first cubicle of four arranged in the large rectangular room.
“Courtney!” her grandmother exclaimed. “Hurray! We’re sprung!”
Gramps twisted in his chair to look at her. “Just in time to see me trounce Emmy here.” He removed the constable’s queen. “Checkmate.”
Courtney’s face burned. Trust her grandparents to turn getting arrested into a party. Gram retrieved her backpack while Gramps shook Emmy’s hand in a show of good sportsmanship.
“Thank you, Emmy dear, for making getting arrested such a lovely experience,” Gram said as she slipped her arm through Courtney’s. “Please let Josh know, no hard feelings. It was a pleasant surprise to see him back in town.”
“I’ll pass on the message,” Constable Huong said. 
Gramps stepped behind Gram, placing a broad hand on his wife’s birdlike shoulder. “Hopefully, CFI will listen to reason and leave the old growth alone, and you won’t be put in that position again.”
“Let’s hope that’s the case, Charlie. At any rate, you two stay out of trouble,” Emmy said.
Gram winked at Courtney. “We’ll try.” She giggled. 
Courtney pulled on Gram’s arm, her own face on fire. What was up with her grandparents?
They came out the way Courtney came in, passing the portrait of Josh.
“Such a nice young man,” Gram said, nodding toward the photo as the door chimed their exit, “and not bad looking either, don’t you think, Courtney?”
Courtney ignored her grandmother’s pointed comment. She wanted nothing to do with men for a good long while, even if it was Josh. She fumbled in her bag for her keys, praying no one she knew would drive by and catch her standing in front of the detachment with her jailbird grandparents.
“Ms. Merrick!” A little voice drifted in the early June air before a horn honked. Courtney willed the weed-cracked asphalt lot to open and swallow her.
“Oh, it’s Annie’s granddaughter. I didn’t know you taught any of the Joseph kids,” Gram said, unconcerned, as she waved furiously. 
Courtney gave a halfhearted wave, and a little hand waved back before the battered minivan turned left and disappeared. Almost a year since she’d returned, and Courtney was still adjusting to being back in Port Russell, where everyone knew everyone—and their business.
With keys located, Courtney pushed the button and unlocked the car. She leaned over the backseat to clear it off, shoving the bin of marking—math booklets and art projects—that comprised the sum of her weekend plans and knocking it over. The glitter from the artwork fluttered onto the upholstery and floor mats, and Courtney sighed. Add vacuuming her car to the excitement of the weekend. She bent to pick up the scattered assignments to make room for her grandmother.
“Don’t see why you lock it,” Gramps said, settling into the passenger seat. “No one’s going to steal it from in front of the police station.”
“City habit,” Courtney said, brushing the glitter off the back seat. “Sorry about the mess, Gram.”
Gram, Norma to her friends, sat in the back of the Subaru. “Oh, Courtney, I hope this isn’t what you planned to do this weekend.”
Courtney rolled her eyes before yanking her door open to slide behind the steering wheel. She struggled to fasten her belt because she’d forgotten to take her purse off. Frustration threatened to set off an eruption, so Courtney paused to take a deep breath, in through her nose, out through her mouth, before she said something she regretted, just as she taught her students to do. 
With her equilibrium restored, Courtney pulled her purse strap over her head and moved it to the floor behind the passenger seat. She caught her grandmother’s bright hazel eyes in the rearview. “You know it’s report card time, Gram. I have no choice—I’m on a deadline.”
Norma clucked her disapproval, “You shouldn’t work so hard all the time, Court. You deserve to have some fun.”
Courtney smiled, despite herself. “There’ll be plenty of time for fun in July.”
Fun with whom? her nasty inner voice whispered. She’d spent the year focusing on work rather than relationships and consequently had zero plans for the summer. Courtney shook her head, refusing to listen. Time to change the subject. “What happened, you two? How do you go from saying you were going to putter in the garden this morning to calling your granddaughter to bail you out of jail within a few hours?”
“It’s a long story,” her grandfather said.
A police cruiser pulled into the lot, and Courtney realized with horror that Josh was driving it. He parked a few stalls over from her Subaru, waving when he saw it was her.
Shit, Courtney thought, stomach fluttering madly. He’s going to come over to chat if I don’t get out of here. There was no way she was going to talk to him, not with Gram and Gramps in the backseat listening to the whole conversation. She started the car, waved, and backed out of her parking spot, the weighty gaze of the now hunky policeman making her hyperaware of her driving.
“It was a lovely surprise to run into Josh Cameron, wasn’t it, Charlie?”
Gramps grunted. “Could have done without him arresting me.”
“ Who’d have thought such a scrawny little thing could turn out so brawny!” Gram giggled.
“Gram!” Courtney’s cheeks heated. “Seriously, though, what were you two thinking?”
“Someone needs to stand up for what’s right.” Gramps pulled his backpack onto his lap with a work-worn hand as Courtney turned onto the highway out of town.
“But why you? You could get hurt.”
“Pshaw, Court—we’re not that frail. As to why us, why not us? We have the time, and we helped create the problem in the first place.”
Courtney glanced over at Gramps in the passenger seat. He sighed and bowed his head a bit.
“What do you mean you created the problem?” Courtney asked. 
For months, rumours had swirled around town about the company that had bought her grandfather’s logging company, about who was behind it, and what they had planned. Depending on who you talked to, it ranged from a few road closures to the full-scale destruction of half the town. All too late for her grandfather to do anything about it—the sale was final. Irreversible. 
Silence had descended on the car, and Courtney’s stomach clenched. She turned off the highway onto the access road that led to Gram and Gramp’s acreage. Whatever this company had planned, it was bad. Her stomach never lied. 
Courtney pulled through the timber arch her grandfather and Dad had built over the entrance to her grandparents’ acreage. The sign affixed to it read Merrick Manor, a gift from Courtney when she’d done woodworking in high school. 
She parked next to her grandfather’s workshop, setting the parking brake before he could remind her to do it. Should she ask or wait for her grandparents’ explanation?
“CFI launched their new project today,” Gram said, the click of her seatbelt reverberating in the silent car. “They’re going to log Gnome Lake.”
“No!” Courtney said, laying a hand on her grandfather’s arm.
It was worse than she’d ever imagined.






  
  Chapter 2
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CFI had seemed like a dream come true when they’d expressed interest in buying her grandfather’s company, Port Russell Logging, more than a year ago. At the time, he’d still worked fifty, even sixty-hour weeks, despite being ten years past average retirement age, and Courtney worried he’d simply drop dead on the job—never enjoying the fruits of his years of labour. She’d been overwhelmed by her breakup with Nathan at that point and didn’t know the details of the deal, only that Gram was thrilled she was finally going to get to enjoy retirement with her husband of nearly fifty years. Gramps had been relieved to sell to a company with Vancouver Island connections, and they’d assured him they would run the company like he had for the last forty years—as a steward for the land and an employer of Port Russell’s hardworking people. 
The whole family—Mom, Dad, and herself—had travelled back to Port Russell for Gramps’s retirement party last June, celebrating with champagne the sale and his well-earned rest. That was the night Gram had told her about the job opening at Port Russell Elementary. Had it been a year already?
“Why log Gnome Lake?” Courtney asked. “I thought that area was off-limits?”
Gramps placed a hand over hers, squeezing. “I could really use a whisky. Can we move this inside?”

      [image: ]Courtney helped Gram put together snacks and tea—Gram rarely drank alcohol—before settling down at the well-worn dining room table. The tang of spirits, with hints of peat and salt water, filled the room as Gramps poured a finger of amber liquid into a cut-glass tumbler. Once Gramps had taken a sip of whisky, sighing after swallowing the single malt, Courtney pounced. 
“Okay, spill. What is going on?” she asked.
Gramps looked tired—more tired than she’d seen him look since he’d retired. Gram kept glancing over at her husband, concern clear on her lined face. When she noticed Courtney looking, she busied herself with stirring sugar into her tea, the spoon tinkling as it hit the sides of the mug.
Gramps took a deep breath, and Courtney’s stomach flipped. This was serious.
“Stan called me on Monday to let me know CFI weren’t what they’d claimed to be when I sold them my company.”
“Stan Jones? I thought he retired just after you?”
Stan and his wife Marilyn were like a second set of grandparents to her—fixtures in her life and in Port Russell. Marilyn was Gram’s best friend, and Stan had been the foreman of Port Russell Logging and Gramps’s right-hand man.
“One of Stan’s many nephews works for CFI and tipped him off. Turns out the CEO of CFI, Justin Cameron, was working as a proxy. His father, Wayne Cameron, has partnered with an offshore company, and the real owner of my company is an Eris Resources.”
“Wait, what? Justin Cameron? Why didn’t you tell me you sold to him?”
Gram flashed Courtney a confused look. “We thought you knew. CFI is Cameron Forest Initiative. Justin has been the CEO for about five years, ever since he finished business school. The name change was his idea—an updated image.”
Courtney flushed. Completely wrapped up in her miserable life, she hadn’t put two and two together. “Of course. But how could he log Gnome Lake? He knows what it means to the Pacheedaaht and the rest of Port Russell.”
Gnome Lake was a sacred spot for the Pacheedaaht and the beating heart of Port Russell. Courtney couldn’t think of a single person who didn’t cherish it. It was a magical place. The Cameron family had called Port Russell home and would be well aware of its importance to the community. Wayne Cameron had run his much smaller company alongside Gramps for about a decade before they had moved out of Port Russell.
Justin Cameron. A memory of his perpetual sneer and arrogance popped into Courtney’s head. Blech. The once-local boy, and Josh’s brother, had straight up lied to her grandfather? Courtney knew he was a dirtbag—lord knew he’d made her life as hard as possible when they’d been in high school—but how dare he!
“I imagine it was for the money,” Gramps said dryly. “I’m such a fool.”
Gram clucked. “Charles Merrick, you are no such thing. Eris Resources clearly knew you were no fool, or they wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to conceal themselves behind CFI. Masterstroke, really, to find a company with a local connection. They did their homework.” Gram laced her fingers through her husband’s, bringing them up to kiss the back of his hand.
“Thanks, sunshine.” Gramps smiled. “Stan also found out they were headed for Gnome Lake. Once we told the band, they mobilized the elders and set up the protest. That area is sacred. It’s why I never harvested any of the timber around it, despite its board feet value.”
“Won’t provincial laws prevent them from logging there? I thought old growth was protected in BC?” Courtney poured herself a small whisky and took a sip. 
“Unfortunately, it’s totally within their right to harvest up to a quarter. Thing that really worries me is that logging is only part of Eris Resource’s business. They operate a bunch of resorts. What if they have plans to develop once the logging is done? If that’s the case, then I’ve opened the door to the destruction of Port Russell as we know it.” Gramps’s hand tightened around his tumbler, the amber liquid sloshing against the sides.
“Weren’t there conditions in the purchase agreement?” Courtney recalled her grandfather’s many meetings with his lawyer prior to the sale.
“Yes, for CFI. But, apparently, the company structure with Eris Resources means they aren’t bound by those conditions  in the same way. I could challenge CFI, but it would create massive legal bills. They’ve got deep pockets and the support of Eris Resources.”
“Oh, Gramps!” Courtney got up and hugged her grandfather from behind. Her heart sank when she thought of Gramps’s commitment to sustainable forestry practices ruined by corporate greed and that dirtbag Justin Cameron. Not to mention the Indigenous involvement in the management of their local resources and safeguarding Gnome Lake from being logged, even when it wasn’t legally protected.
“We felt we had to be involved in the protest,” Gram continued, pouring herself another cup of tea, “and we’ll likely go there tomorrow.”
Courtney’s gut blazed. “Is there any other way you could help? If they’re arresting people already, it could get much worse.”
Gramps waved away her concern. “I got them into this mess. It’s the least I can do.”
Courtney recognized the steel in her grandfather’s voice. Family and community—they were religion in the Merrick house. She shared a look with her grandmother, who smiled and shrugged. After decades of marriage, Gram knew how to pick her battles.
“What do you feel like for dinner, dear?” Gram asked, rising to head to the kitchen.
“Gram, no, let me…”
“Courtney, I’m fine. You worked all day. Why don’t you go for your run?”
A run sounded like heaven. 
She had a lot to process. First, she finds out Josh is back in town. Her stomach swooped at that thought, and she sighed. Best not to go down that road. And Justin was back, ruining her life. Gah! Had she gotten into a time machine? She thought better on her feet, running through the forest.
“Compromise? I go for my run, but you order pizza. My treat.”
Gram laughed. “Deal. Be back by 6:00.”
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  Chapter 3
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The astringent scent of cedar needles beneath her pounding feet untied the knots in Courtney’s neck and shoulders. This path in the manor’s forest, essentially her backyard, was the only place she truly found peace these days. As she cruised down the soft, single track through towering cedar and fir, her brain, which usually replayed every mistake and misstep she’d made the last few years, was quiet. 
This was the forest of her childhood. Everything about it reminded her of the rosy days of freedom and joy she’d experienced within the shelter of these green giants. Her childhood had been spectacular, as confirmed by her few years as a teacher in a busier center. She was grateful every day to have grown up in Port Russell, though she cringed when she thought about how she used to disparage the place as a teenager to anyone who would listen. The shame following her disastrous relationship with Nathan and the uncertainty over what to do with the shambles of her life had driven her back here, to her childhood home. But she had to admit that contributing to a magical childhood for her students, and spending time with her grandparents, kept her here. If they insisted on attending the protests, it was good that she was here to keep an eye on them. Once school finished, it might even be a good idea for all of them to go together, so she could make sure they didn’t get hurt. Lord knew she’d never be able to talk them out of going unless something changed drastically.
Courtney rounded a bend and settled into a comfortable pace, the tension in her shoulders dissipating and her breathing easy. Halfway along the path, an enormous cedar with unusual horizontal branches dominated the forest. Perched upon one of the weird wide boughs sat the cozy treehouse where she’d spent a good portion of her idyllic childhood. She smiled as she remembered the countless summer sleepovers with her best friend, laughing as they lay tucked beneath the sturdy cedar shakes of the treehouse. 
Josh Cameron.
Skinny and loyal, he was her constant companion and partner in crime. Her best friend. A memory of Josh’s dancing ocean-coloured eyes, shaggy bangs, and scabby knees popped into her head. He’d spent so much time at her house that her parents had set a place at the table for him every night, and her grandparents invited him to every family event they’d hosted. She’d only realized he was her first love after he up and moved away without even saying goodbye. Port Russell had felt much smaller without him. Now he was back in town. A ripped police officer. 
Courtney laughed out loud, cheeks flushing when she pictured him at the detachment earlier. What did her response to his reappearance mean? Why was she so nervous to talk to him? Was she still angry with him? He’d certainly changed on the outside—was he even the same sweet guy she’d known and trusted? Did it matter? She was hardly in the right headspace to do anything about it. She shouldn’t be thinking about any guy, let alone Josh.
Scowling, Courtney rolled her shoulders, knots returning with the memories. She slowed as she passed the treehouse and eased her way onto the single track leading out of the trees and down to the pebbly beach. A light breeze, salt laced, lifted the hair off her sweaty neck, and Courtney sighed at the familiar sight. The deep cobalt blue of Little Bear Bay stretched out before her, glittering in the early evening sun. She jogged to the steep path and began to descend it to the private strip of beach below. A copper-coloured blur in the scrub next to the path drew her eye from the water, and Courtney let out a strangled cry as she slid on the conifer cones littering the track. She landed on her ass with a thud. A rusty muzzle instantly obscured her view of the water as a Nova Scotia duck toller, hind end wagging joyously, licked her face and bare arms.
“Russell! Off!” a male voice called from the beach below.
After one last lick, the overly friendly Russell bounded off toward the sound. Smiling, despite the layer of dog drool coating her, Courtney looked up to see Russell run up to his person.
A shirtless—and holy mother of trees, ripped in ways she would have never imagined—Josh Cameron stood on the beach looking decidedly less formal and formidable than he had at the detachment earlier that afternoon. Just past him, perched on the pebbly shore, was a bright-red fibreglass kayak. It definitely hadn’t been purchased at Canadian Tire. Courtney blushed when she found her gaze lingering on Josh’s sculpted abs and glistening pecs as he walked up the path toward her.
“Sorry, he loves people. He’s young and sometimes forgets his training,” Josh said, scowling at his errant dog while extending a hand to help Courtney off the ground. 
She was immediately reminded of all the times he’d extended a hand from the top of the treehouse ladder to lift her up, and her stomach clenched sharply. Ignoring his outstretched hand, Courtney pushed herself up to standing, wiping needles and dirt off her running shorts. 
Josh withdrew his hand, hurt plain on his face. 
Russell was now leaning against her leg, looking up at her with an expectant grin on his face. His soft, floppy ears begged to be stroked. 
Embarrassed and flustered, Courtney giggled. “I see that.” She leaned over and scratched the soft fur, running the dog’s velvet ears between her fingers. Russell closed his eyes in bliss, and Courtney smiled in earnest.
“He normally plays a little harder to catch,” Josh said, brow furrowed, the wind riffling his short brown hair.
They paused; the only sounds were the whisper of the waves as they lapped the smooth pebbles on the shore and the sharp cry of a high-circling osprey. Then, they both spoke at the same time. “When did you come back to town?”
Josh chuckled, gesturing toward Courtney. “Ladies first.”
Irritation zapped up her spine. The statement reminded her of Nathan, condescending chauvinist that he’d been,  but Courtney answered. “I moved here at the start of the school year. I took a position teaching Grade 3 at Port Russell Elementary. You?”
“Just arrived last week. Transferred temporarily from up island. Port Hardy.”
How long would he be here? Courtney pushed off another wave of irritation. Naturally, the first guy she’d been attracted to in ages was only going to be around temporarily. 
They fell silent again. Russell took umbrage at some seagulls picking at exposed sea life and took off barking. 
A million questions darted through Courtney’s mind, principally, why Josh hadn’t bothered to say goodbye, quickly followed by why he’d never bothered to contact her over the years, but she bit her tongue. This Josh Cameron was a stranger—a hot stranger, yes—but the boy she knew was gone. She had to remember that. Courtney cleared her throat and looked down at her watch, still recording her run.
“I’ve got to go. Gram expects me for dinner at six.”
“Oh. Cool,” Josh said. 
Courtney swore she saw him wince. 
“Um, hey. Would it be okay if I took a walk in your forest? For old times’ sake? That’s actually why we paddled here today.” Josh gestured to the red boat pulled up on the shore. The waves buffeted it, threatening to take it out into the bay.
“Your kayak is going to leave without you,” Courtney pointed out, buying some time to respond to his question. It was her grandfather’s property. He was right to ask permission. But he couldn’t have known he’d run into her. Did the upstanding RCMP officer intend to trespass when he came here today? And what did he mean by old times’ sake? Courtney shook the thoughts from her head. It didn’t matter anyway.
Josh pulled the boat way past the water line, lashing it to the silvered remains of a cedar driftwood for good measure, stowing one human and one canine PFD in the cockpit. Russell returned to lean against Courtney, triumphant in having chased the intruding seagulls away. He looked up every once in a while to see if she still thought he was cute.
“Yes, Russell, you’re adorable,” she said, leaning over to stroke his ears again. When she stood up, she got an eyeful of Josh’s rock-hard abs. Wowza. His workout regimen must be intense. She straightened quickly. Had he noticed her checking him out? She admired the ink on his upper arm—a half-sleeve tattoo of a coastal scene with a red kayak paddling out to sea in a bay that looked a lot like the one she was currently looking at. Weird.
“Nice artwork,” she said, gesturing with her chin.
“Thanks. So would it be okay if Russell and I had a ramble?”
“Were you just going to trespass?”
Josh’s ears turned red. “I knew I’d likely run into you.”
Heat rose from deep in her belly, travelling toward her head. Her eyes grew into saucers.
Josh put out a placating hand. “When I stopped into the post office after work, I mentioned to Marilyn Jones that I was thinking of going for a paddle. She suggested I might find you here.”
Courtney ground her teeth. The Port Russell pipeline. Gram must have called Marilyn as she was getting ready for her run. Courtney blushed when she put two and two together. Gram!
“I see,” she said, glancing at her watch again. “Sure. Ramble away. Don’t take anything.”
Courtney winced. Idiot.
Josh nodded, pursing his lips to stifle a smile. “Sure thing. Hey, is the treehouse still there?”
Courtney’s feet itched to get going. Away from Josh and his abs. And the memories.
“Yeah. Just past the top of this path. Can’t miss it.”
Josh looked up the path, a dreamy look on his face. “Some of the happiest times in my life were spent in that treehouse.”
Surprised, Courtney managed a nod. She felt the same way.
“Okay. Nice to meet you, Russell. See you around, Josh.”
She turned and started running up the hill at full speed—she was going to feel this tomorrow. She hoped the weight of Josh’s wave-blue eyes rested on her upper back and not her running-short-clad rear end.






  
  Chapter 4
[image: ]

On the run back to Merrick Manor, Courtney tried to banish the vision of Josh, standing on her beach, bare-chested and chiseled, and attempted to replace it with the scrawny, scraped kid perpetually in need of a haircut she’d once known. And loved. Damn. 
How different would her life have been if he hadn’t up and moved away from Port Russell? Would they have eventually hooked up? Maybe gone to prom together? Moved in together when they left home? If Josh hadn’t left her heartbroken, she wouldn’t have given Nathan the time of day when he’d showed up. She’d still be the whole, happy person she used to be. Courtney shook the thought from her head. Playing what-if was a recipe for disaster and disappointment. 
A little voice whispered in the back of her head: He’s back now. Why not go for it?
“No!” she said out loud, causing a squirrel to chatter a warning from a branch above. “Yeah, yeah. I’m going.” Courtney said to the critter, picking up her pace.
Russell was a cutie, Courtney admitted, breaking through the waist-high ferns that edged the manor’s boundary. She hit the driveway and glanced at her watch: 5:30—enough time for a quick shower. She’d do the after-dinner cleanup for Gram to make up for her absence.
At five minutes to six, Courtney walked from her place in the guest bungalow—she refused to call it a “granny suite”—to the mudroom door with her wet hair loosely braided and wearing clean leggings and her favourite Port Russell High School gym shirt, holes and all. As she entered the house, Marilyn’s wheezy laugh drifted down the hall from the kitchen. Immediately, Courtney prepared an excuse to get out of the inevitable card game that would start after dinner and carry on into the wee hours. Her grandparents were party animals, especially compared to her. Saying she had homework probably wouldn’t cut it. Lost in thought, she startled when she saw a tall, broad-shouldered man holding a large bowl of salad in the kitchen.
“Look who I found wandering along the road on my way in,” Marilyn crowed, sharing a conspiratorial look with Courtney’s grandmother.
Wily old busy body, Courtney thought. Had she and Gram masterminded this whole evening? Courtney stiffened her shoulders.
“Josh, we meet again.” 
Russell looked up from the stainless-steel dog bowl of water that likely her grandfather had put down for him and wagged his tail joyfully. Gramps was in heaven having a dog in the house again—he’d be no help at all. Stan waved shyly from his usual spot at the table.
“Is that my shirt?” Josh blurted out.
Courtney looked down at the faded T-shirt. Crap, what had she done? She’d forgotten her favourite cozy shirt was the one Josh left behind in the treehouse. Courtney felt very warm suddenly.
“I’ve asked Josh, and Russell, to stay for dinner, love. Can you get another place setting out?” Gram said. Phew! Gram had impeccable timing, as always.
Relieved to have something to do, Courtney sidled past Josh and busied herself retrieving a plate, cutlery, and a glass. She spied the feast of salmon, salad, and roast potatoes Gram had prepared laid out on several platters rather than the pizza boxes she’d been expecting.
“What happened to ordering pizza?” Courtney asked, her eyes meeting her grandmother’s. Gram just smiled and batted her question away.
“Mrs. Merrick, I really just popped in to say hi.”
“Nonsense, dear. I insist.” Gram smiled, patting Josh on the arm. “Just put this on the table and grab your usual seat.”
Josh smiled, acquiescing, and settled in his place on the far side of the table.
Gramps looked around the dining room. “Just like old times, hey, Norma?”
Courtney, seated across from Marilyn and close enough to Josh to feel his warmth radiating along her left side, concentrated on putting her napkin on her lap, praying Josh didn’t notice she was sweating.
“Place, Russell,” Josh commanded, pointing at a spot beside him. Russell was going to be a very happy boy, Courtney thought; Gramps would be tossing him treats all through dinner.
“You made good time from the beach. You still run competitively?” Josh asked, passing Courtney a bowl of new potatoes with dill.
“Uh, no. I gave that up years ago.” Courtney avoided looking at her grandfather. He’d been particularly disappointed when she’d given up her spot on the University of Victoria’s track team because Nathan had said it took too much time away from their relationship. Gramps had never forgiven him for it. Courtney should have taken that as a sign. 
“That’s too bad,” Josh said, accepting a platter of salmon fillets from Gramps. “You were so good. It always bugged me that I couldn’t beat you.” 
Courtney kept her eyes focused on the platter as she took the salmon from Josh, willing the hot tears of shame pricking her eyes to stay put. 
“This looks amazing, Mrs. Merrick. Beats the sandwich I was going to make myself. Thank you.”
Gram clucked. “Sandwiches—how’d you get so big eating those? Stan brought the fish, more than we could eat. Glad you could stay.”
Gram caught Courtney’s eye and grinned like the Cheshire cat. Courtney fought the urge to roll her eyes. This wasn’t the first time Marilyn and Gram had conspired to set her up. Courtney suspected a lot of Marilyn and Gram’s conversations revolved around how sad and lonely Courtney must be. They teased her mercilessly for her lack of social life. This dinner was a new low.
“Tell us about your life outside of Port Russell, Josh. What did you get up to?” Marilyn asked, flashing a twinkling smile in Courtney’s direction.
Kill me now, Courtney thought, turning her attention to spearing a bone-free forkful of salmon.
“Um, huh,” Josh said, delaying as he shifted in his chair, clearly uncomfortable in the hot seat. “Well, right after we left here, Dad enrolled us at Mulligan Lake Prep. He felt it would be best for us, and it freed him to focus solely on building his business.” 
Courtney noted the bitterness in Josh’s voice and glanced at him furtively, brow furrowed.
“What business was that?” Marilyn asked, captivated by Josh’s tale as if it were a best-selling romance novel.
“Um, Cameron Forest Initiative?” Josh answered, watching the reaction of everyone at the table.
An awkward silence fell over the room. Anger bubbled in Courtney’s stomach, and she lowered her fork, searching the faces around the table to gauge how everyone else was taking this news. How could he so casually mention being associated with the company threatening to log the heart of Port Russell? 
Stan was scowling, his furry black brows knitted together. Gram had set down her fork and was wiping her mouth with her napkin, likely to cover her reaction. Marilyn had leaned forward toward Josh, and Courtney could see the wheels turning as Marilyn connected the dots. Curiously, Gramps was still eating, his face calm but shuttered.
“Oh!” Marilyn exclaimed, breaking the silence. “Silly me, I’d forgotten.” 
Courtney glanced at Gramps again, who was now busy slipping a sliver of salmon to Russell. Stan, ever silent, nodded, then returned to his meal.
“How did you enjoy Mulligan Lake?” Gram asked, sensing the tension.
“I hated it at the time, to be honest. I’ve learned to appreciate it a bit more as I’ve grown older. I did find kayaking there, so…”
Glancing over, Courtney noticed Josh’s neck had turned red.
“Ooh, I remember now. You competed in race kayaking, didn’t you?” Marilyn asked, pausing to take a sip of her ice water, the cubes clinking against the side of the glass.
Wily old fox. How long has she stored that little bit of information? How was it that I never knew that? Because I’d never bothered to look for him, her nasty inner voice whispered. Regret bubbled up from her lower abdomen. Courtney put her fork down to sip her water.
“K-1, yeah. Not a lot of money on the world cup kayak circuit, and I missed qualifying for the national team, so when I ran across a recruiter for the RCMP at one of our meets, I decided I’d try it out. I graduated from depot three years ago. My first posting was in Prince George.”
“Why leave there? I hear it’s a nice town,” Marilyn said, and Gram nodded.
Josh laughed out loud, short and sharp, before schooling his face. “Sorry, that was unprofessional. I didn’t really enjoy Prince George. Let’s just say it’s too far away from the ocean. I always hoped I’d find a posting on Vancouver Island, maybe even Port Russell.” 
Courtney felt Josh’s eyes on her as he said this. Why was he looking at her as he said that?
“Isn’t it a conflict of interest to be policing the town where your family’s company is in conflict with most of the town?” Courtney asked, uncomfortable under the weight of Josh’s eyes.
“Courtney!” Gram admonished as everyone at the table paused their eating to focus on Josh’s answer.
“I’m posted here temporarily to lend a hand for the dist—um, demonstration at Gnome Lake. My actual position is up island in Port Hardy. And for the record, it’s not my family business anymore. I’m not on speaking terms with my father.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Gram said, her hazel eyes softening as she looked at Josh. “So, you’re all they sent to handle the protest? I hope it won’t be too much work for you.” Gram paused to sip her water. “Today was just the start—things are going to get much rowdier.”
“Norma, the boy is just doing his job,” Gramps said. “New rule: no shop talk at the table.”
“My apologies, Josh. I’m just very passionate about this town and our forest. We’ve looked after it so long, and old habits die hard. I do hope you’ll come for dinner often while you’re in town.”
Josh blushed. “Thanks, Mrs. Merrick. I hope I’ll have the time.”
“So, Josh, do you have a girlfriend?” Marilyn asked, causing Courtney to





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Keay
rancis






OEBPS/images/422b8874-e06c-4d3c-b718-2653f314c5ea.png
oooooo





OEBPS/images/7adb8e6a-48e8-4422-a7b7-d3fb75d0cf8e.png
PAPAVER PRESS





OEBPS/images/80c8a657-6ba4-432e-99a5-942042985c60.png
‘Y Yo 'o""





OEBPS/images/acceba9b-6d3b-4553-8e42-16d1403291d8.png








