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Justin Cameron has some explaining to do. The summer and the Gnome Lake protests in Port Russell are over, but Song Liu and Justin Cameron are still dealing with the fallout. Song is struggling with her guilt over her best friend Courtney’s accident, trying to scrape together the money to stay in Port Russell. Justin is alone and faces criminal charges for his role in manipulating the protests.
After returning to Port Russell, Justin asks Song to pose as his girlfriend to boost his image and convince the court he’s innocent. Facing the prospect of a cold winter in her van, she reluctantly agrees.
As their relationship grows, Song inspires Justin. For the first time in his life, he feels like he can become a better man. Then Justin’s father returns and bullies him back into the con they ran over the summer, putting his relationship with Song in jeopardy. 
Will Justin choose love and redemption in Port Russell or duty to his father? Read Redemption and find out!
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  Chapter 1
[image: ]

“You look terrible,” Song Liu said, flashing a sympathetic smile toward her teaching partner, Courtney Merrick. “Why didn’t you call me earlier?” 
“I thought I could push through,” Courtney said, one hand massaging her temple, the other holding the outside door open for Song. 
With lips pursed, Song took in Courtney’s appearance, her face the exact shade of a bowl of soggy rice noodles and her hazel eyes strained. 
“I hope I didn’t pull you away from anything important,” Courtney continued.
Song dismissed the memory of her painful conversation with Auntie Min and concentrated on her obviously suffering friend. She’d deal with her family issues later. She had to focus on making amends with Courtney first. 
For the umpteenth time in the eight weeks since the accident at the protest Song forced herself to own what was happening to her friend. 
You did that; she’d never be dealing with post-concussion syndrome if you hadn’t forced her into that unsafe trench. 
Her hands became ice cubes, and she swallowed against the sudden thickness in her throat. Song wished she could tell her inner voice to shut up. Instead, she shook her head and forced herself to focus on what her teaching partner was telling her as they moved into their shared classroom. 
The desks were migrating toward the whiteboards at the front of the class, as they inevitably did over the course of the day. Song spied crushed grapes and an abandoned granola bar wrapper that would need to be cleaned up once the kids returned from their lunch recess. The windows along the west wall filled the classroom with soft September sunshine, and the cheerful apple portraits covering the back wall they’d completed the first week of school never failed to make Song smile. This welcoming classroom she’d created with Courtney was a refuge from the wreckage of her life and the only place she truly felt like she fit these days. 
“We got through the addition review. They’re improving.” Courtney paused for a moment, pressing her fingers to her lips. “Sorry, nauseous. When the new educational assistant comes, can you get her to help Sophia and Bastien? They’re struggling.” Courtney sifted through the stacks of paper on her desk, her fingers lingering on a pile of multicolored construction paper. She sighed. “I was looking forward to starting the fall leaf portraits with them this afternoon. My brain sucks.”
Song’s shoulders turned to granite. With effort, she lifted her hand and squeezed Courtney’s good arm just above the elbow. “Hey, you made it through your first full day yesterday. Dr. Hassan told you to expect some ups and downs. I had nothing else on today. I’m glad to help. We’re partners, remember?” 
Song reached for the art supplies, moving them to the shelf behind their desk where they stored materials for upcoming lessons. “You can do these with the kids tomorrow morning. I’ll tackle some more math with them or maybe start on the social studies unit I had planned for next week.”
Courtney flashed a small smile, lips tight. It didn’t soften the line of pain her headache created between her eyebrows, Song noted. “What would I do without you?” She leaned over to give Song a quick squeeze. “Want to have a nightcap with me and Josh tonight? He’s stopping by after his shift.”
“Can’t. I’ve got a closing shift at the White Raven tonight. Sorry.” Not to mention she hated being the third wheel, and Josh’s eyes were so like his brother’s. Song sighed inwardly. Justin Cameron had invaded her dreams every night since she’d cut off contact after discovering he’d lied to her about why he was in the pub the day they met. He’d gone there to woo her into getting the Old Growth Guardians involved with the protests at Gnome Lake. And like the idiot she was, she thought what they had was real. She could do without him haunting her while she was awake.
Courtney frowned but stayed silent at the mention of Song’s second job. Courtney wasn’t blind; she’d seen things were tight for Song. With her savings depleted over the last year as she spent most of her time volunteering for Old Growth Guardians, then being hit with fines following her arrests, Song was desperate to save enough money for a damage deposit on an apartment. There was no way she could spend an island winter in Ruby, her trusty camper van, and she refused to take another cent from the Merricks. It wouldn’t be fair. Hence, the cafe job. The money from teaching on-call was great but sporadic, as she was new to the district. A voice, distinctly her father’s, reminded her to always have a rainy-day fund. Short-term pain would lead to long-term gain. She wanted to stay here and make Port Russell her home. Set down roots. Slinging coffee a couple of evenings a week and Sundays made up for the shortfall, letting her put some money aside.
Song glanced at the clock. Fifteen minutes left in the lunchtime break to pull something together to engage her Grade 3s for the afternoon. “I’ve got to rustle up some resources. Here, don’t forget your sunglasses. Want to do breakfast tomorrow morning?”
Song knew Courtney and her grandparents, Charles and Norma Merrick, worried about her out in her van. The weather had been amazing so far, but it was mid-September, and the mornings were becoming distinctly autumn-like, foggy and cool. Breakfast in Courtney’s cottage would be warmer, and it came with shower privileges.
“Deal,” Courtney said, sliding her shades on. “Thanks again, Song. Have a good afternoon.”
Courtney waved and exited via the outside door, the sound of playing children drifting in when she opened it. Song got busy organizing her lesson for the afternoon, relieved to have a distraction from her dismal life.

      [image: ]Fat drops of rain plinked on Ruby’s roof, making Song feel as if she were inside a steel drum. Rolling over, she groaned when she saw her breath hanging in the gray gloom of the autumn morning. Maybe the infamous West Coast autumn rains had started early this year, and they’d seen the last of the nice weather. Glancing at her watch, she sighed. It was 6:00 a.m., too early to knock on Courtney’s door, especially since she’d spied Josh’s truck when she’d returned from closing the cafe. 
Wrapping her duvet around her shoulders, Song burrowed into her bed, curling into a tight ball. As the rain beat a tattoo on the metal roof, she recalled the lovely dream she’d had before her alarm pulled her away. She’d been walking hand in hand with Justin at a farmer’s market on a sunny summer morning, friends and neighbors waving hello and stopping to chat. Had Justin been pushing a baby stroller? Song moaned. Why did she keep dreaming about a man who had never loved her? 
According to Courtney and Josh, he’d manipulated her to please his father and further his business interests if the news was to be believed. Her cheeks burned in shame, and she laid her hands over them, attempting to cool them. She should have known better than to think someone like Justin Cameron would truly be interested in her, a child of immigrants and a teacher with aspirations to save the world. They had nothing in common. God, she was a fool.
Gah! She needed to stop wasting so much time thinking about the past. She had to focus on her future. No one was going to swoop in and save her; she would have to do that for herself. Her parents had drilled that into her. She should have listened to them. Song took a deep breath. God, how she missed them. 
Song ran through the list of things she had to get through to distract herself and keep the day from spiraling into despair before it even started. Another long day. She was covering for Sheila Nash, the librarian at Port Russell Elementary, then working an extra closing shift at the White Raven Coffeehouse. At least it would give her less time to think about Justin and the mistakes she’d made this past summer or about her parents refusing to speak to her. Song’s thoughts swirled and eddied like the Pacific during storm season.
“Eep!” Song cried as a knock on the window caused her to jump.
“Sorry, Song!” Courtney said, voice muffled by the rain and the closed windows. “It’s freezing out. Why don’t you come in with me now?”
Song’s galloping heartbeat eased even as her stomach soured. She didn’t deserve her new friend. Or her fantastic family, especially after she’d almost caused the death of said friend. Pulling the duvet off the bed, Song crept to the van door and opened it a crack. 
Courtney had been out for a walk, though Song knew she itched to return to her still-forbidden runs. At least Court looked like she was feeling better after yesterday’s headache. Her cheeks were pink instead of rice-paper white this morning.
“I don’t want to disturb you,” Song said, peeking past her friend toward the driveway.
Courtney laughed. “Josh left for work—no third-wheeling today.”
Song grimaced. “I didn’t mean to be so obvious.”
“I get it. It wasn’t so long ago I was in your boat. Come on into the cabin when you’re ready. I’m going to hop in the shower. I promise to leave you some hot water.”
“Thanks. I’ve got another shift at the cafe tonight, so it’ll be too late to have one later.”
Courtney frowned. “You make me look like a slacker, Song. I hate to sound like Gram, but you’re working too much, young lady.”
“Don’t have much choice if I want to upgrade my digs before the real cold sets in.” Song gestured Vanna White-like into the interior of her cozy camper van.
“Just stay with me,” Courtney started as Song raised a hand to stop her.
“We’ve been over this, Court. I won’t do that to you and Josh.” 
Courtney opened her mouth to protest but snapped it shut before saying anything. 
Song nodded slightly to acknowledge her friend’s restraint. They’d had a variation of this discussion several times over the last few weeks. Nothing her friend could say would change her mind. “Go get that shower. You’re shivering.”
Courtney quick-marched back toward her cottage as Song pulled the van door closed. She reluctantly ditched the duvet and pulled her raincoat over her PJs before she gathered her clothes and toiletries. The rain had slowed to a steady drizzle, and from the looks of the low steel-colored clouds hovering above the treetops, it would persist for the rest of the day. Growing up in Vancouver, Song knew a thing or two about rain, but the precipitation was on a whole different level in Port Russell.
“We live in a temperate rainforest,” Courtney had pointed out the week before when Song had commented on the persistent moisture.
“I feel like I might need to put pontoons on my van,” Song had joked. 
Courtney hadn’t laughed. “You might need to once the fall rains come in earnest.”
Song had taken to wearing her protest rain gear during her recess supervision and had brought her journal to school when she noticed the pages were too damp to write on if she left it in Ruby. She constantly worried about the moisture ruining her food and causing mildew and mold to coat her things. 
Song shivered. If the rains were here to stay, it’d only get wetter, so she had to get that damage deposit saved as soon as possible. Her parents had taught her the value of hard work. She just had to keep her head down and her sights set on her goal. She was grateful she had a job and that some of the community had tried to make her feel welcome despite what had happened at the protest this past summer and her part in it.
Heaven knew her life could be much worse.
Song helped herself to a cup of coffee, wrapping her icy hands around the mug as she waited for Courtney to finish up in the shower. She was mentally going over ways to help the kids struggling with addition when the bathroom door opened, and citrus-scented steam drifted into the cabin’s main room. 
“Holy bedhead, Song!” Courtney said, laughing as she dried her hair with a towel. 
Song fingered her short hair and groaned. It was approaching an awkward length after she’d cut her hot pink dreads off at the end of the summer. “Ugh. I don’t know what to do with it. Do you think they’ll let me teach wearing a hat?”
Courtney flashed Song a sympathetic look. “I didn’t mean to make fun of you, Song. It’s cute. I like it short. I think it suits you. The hint of pink is cool. It just needs a wash.”
“I don’t know about that, but what other choice do I have?” Song shuffled toward the bathroom, and Courtney squeezed her shoulder as she walked by. 
“You’ll feel better after your shower,” Courtney said before she slipped into her room to finish getting ready.
The shower was heavenly. 
Song’s hair, cut short to eradicate the hot pink that turned everyone’s head and made her stand out in the worst way, was too long to be short and too short to do anything with. The ends were still slightly pink, so maybe just cutting it again and sticking with the cute pixie cut was the way to go, even though Auntie Min would probably tell her it made her look like a little boy. Song pictured her mother’s face taking in her short hair and imagined her lip curling in disapproval. 
As the hot water flowed over her body, Song sighed, the damp chill of the night washing down the drain with the shampoo suds. Then, wanting to get to school in good time to go through Sheila’s plans for the day, Song reluctantly turned the shower off and stepped out to dry herself off. Wiping the fog from the mirror, she appraised herself. Courtney was right; her hair looked better now it was washed.
A male voice drifted through the closed bathroom door, pulling Song out of her reverie. Josh was here. Wasn’t he supposed to be at work? Song’s neck stiffened. He was so different from Justin, though now and then, the way he smiled or held his body would take Song’s breath away. It reminded her so much of Justin. And those blue eyes. Song glanced at her watch and switched her focus to getting dressed.
A cloud of steam escaped into the main room as Song opened the bathroom door. Courtney and Josh sat across from each other at the small dining table, their hands clasped on the light pine tabletop. 
“Morning Ms. Liu,” Josh said, smiling. He wore his RCMP uniform, with its gray shirt and dark, yellow-striped pants. He had his vest and side arm on, so he must be on duty.
“Corporal.” Song nodded solemnly before smiling back. They looked so happy. Song fought the urge to look away, the feeling she was intruding nearly constant when she was with them.
“There’s fresh coffee,” Courtney said, extricating her hand from the tangle on the table. “Want me to get you a cup?”
“It’s okay. I can get my own. Relax and enjoy yours,” Song said, turning into the small kitchen and refilling her mug. Courtney had made scrambled eggs and left the loaf of bread out for her to make toast. Shaking her head, Song slid two slices of whole grain into the toaster. What she wouldn’t give for some of Mom’s congee, her childhood breakfast, just the right amount of salty and so filling. Western breakfasts just weren’t as satisfying. Song pushed away a wave of homesickness, spreading some of Mrs. Merrick’s homemade raspberry jam on the just-popped toast and placing it next to the scrambled eggs she’d spooned onto her plate. She carried her breakfast and the second cup of coffee over to join Courtney and Josh at the table. 
“Crime slow this morning?” Song asked. 
They’d been tentative around each other when the Merricks had first invited her to stay on the manor drive, given he’d arrested her multiple times over the summer, but Josh seemed to appreciate her role in his reunion with Courtney, and as they spent more time together, they’d come to be on friendly terms. Maybe they were even on their way to becoming genuine friends, Song mused. He’d been a great support as she navigated the justice system. Thanks to him and the Guardian’s pit bull of a lawyer, she’d avoided criminal charges for her role in the protests.
“Just the way I like it,” Josh answered. “You teaching today?”
Song sipped her coffee. “Not teaching, but I’m covering for Sheila Nash, the librarian. She has to go to Victoria for medical tests.”
“Really? She didn’t say anything to me,” Courtney said, worry clouding her kind eyes. “I hope it isn’t anything serious.”
Song hoped she hadn’t let something private slip. “Maybe don’t say anything. She didn’t say to keep it to myself, but I really shouldn’t be sharing why I cover for people.”
Courtney nodded. “No problem. The kids will be thrilled to see us together. It’s library day.”
Song nodded. “I was thinking we could read them that story I was telling you about last week.”
“Ooh, fun!” Courtney said as Josh cleared his throat. Courtney rolled her eyes. “Right. No shop talk at the table.” Josh smiled, and Courtney leaned over to kiss him. 
Song concentrated on forking scrambled eggs into her mouth without spilling them all down her last clean work shirt. Josh’s phone beeped, and he glanced at it, eyebrows lifting before turning it off.
“Hot tip from your top informant?” Song teased.
Josh shot Courtney a look, and she nodded slightly, their silent conversation creating a wave of irritation in Song. Why were couples so annoying? And why was he acting so weird? Josh swallowed visibly, and Song straightened in her chair. Had the Crown changed their mind? A wave of panic washed over her, and the eggs threatened to make a reappearance.
“We think you should know…”
“Know what?” Song said, her voice coming out in a low growl, the hair on the back of her neck rising. She glanced at Courtney, whose face was a closed book.
“Justin will be moving back to Port Russell.”






  
  Chapter 2
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Justin looked up at the balcony of his former luxury apartment overlooking Fisherman’s Wharf and then back at his overloaded Porsche SUV. It contained the sum total of his worldly possessions. He’d been evicted after missing his lease payment, his bank accounts frozen by the Crown. His high-end furniture and television had been repossessed, he was jobless, in trouble with the law, thanks to his father, and didn’t know what to do next. At least he still had his car and his suits. He’d be the best-dressed guy at the unemployment office. 
Justin rubbed at his sternum, heartburn lighting it on fire. Just a blip, he told himself again. Dad had promised it was a temporary inconvenience, necessary to maintain the lucrative deal he’d made with Eris Resources. If he was loyal, kept his mouth shut, and held on, it would all come back—the money, the prestige, and the luxury. This time, he’d buy the penthouse suite. 
Justin rummaged in his pocket for his Tums and popped two. The chalky mint coated his tongue, doing very little for the simmering pain in his chest. He turned his back on his old life, and as he slid on his Wayfarers, his phone dinged. His lawyer.
Tanvir Johal.


Can you swing by the office at 12:30?


Justin glanced at his vintage Rolex, a graduation gift from his parents, and was thankful he’d been able to hang onto it. It was 11:45. He’d make it to Tan’s office with time to spare.
Justin


Have nothing else on the go. See you in a few.


Tan, his lawyer but also one of the few people Justin could call a friend, gave Justin’s answer a thumb’s up, and the phone went silent. A wave of fear washed over Justin. What if he never got back what he’d lost? Who was he without a business to run? He was nearly thirty. A year ago, he was on track to be a millionaire, and now he would be couch surfing at his little brother’s with nothing to do with his days. He was nearly friendless and returning to a town full of people who hated him, beholden to a brother he’d barely reconciled with. What the hell was he going to do with himself? How would he handle things with his brother, not to mention with Courtney? God. How awkward would things be with her, given what had happened to her at the protest? Justin’s heartburn flared again. 
“You could think of it as a vacation,” Josh had said on the phone just last night. “Relax. Take up a hobby?”
Justin had laughed out loud at that. He didn’t do vacations. He had no hobbies. His life was his work. Correction. Had been his life. There was no work anymore. He rubbed at his sternum again before shifting his SUV into drive and pulling away from his former home. He was fresh out of choices right now and was going to have to make the best of this situation, find a way to repay his brother for his help.
Justin drove to Tan’s Oak Bay office, praying that since he was showing up at lunchtime, his buddy would take pity on him and treat him to lunch. At the very least, he’d finally get a coffee. He’d never been a poor university student, but with his assets frozen, he was getting a crash course in how the other half lived. He hated it. Justin pulled into the small parking lot behind the renovated heritage home that housed Tan’s law firm, recognizing his mother’s custom-painted Mercedes-Benz S-Class Convertible, the gold pearl paint one of a kind. What was she doing here?
Following the accident at the protest site that nearly killed Courtney Merrick, the proverbial shit had hit the fan. Under intense scrutiny by the police and the press, it was revealed that CFI had been trying to manipulate the protests by colluding with the head of the Old Growth Guardians to distract the public. At the same time, Marc Welton, the MLA his father had coerced into helping, prevented a proposed bill that would permanently protect all old growth in the province. The press had been made to believe that it was because CFI was a major employer in the area and wanted to safeguard the jobs of everyday British Columbians. That Justin had made a poor choice for a good reason. Very few people, Justin included as it turned out, knew the real reason he’d been encouraged to manipulate the protest was his father’s “partnership” with Eris Resources to build a luxury development at Gnome Lake. Justin had been as surprised as everyone else when it turned out the development was a figment of Wayne Cameron’s imagination. In reality, he’d played many investors and Eris Resources with his fraudulent real estate scheme. 
As CEO of Cameron Forest Initiative, Justin knew he’d become the villain in the piece, but at the time, he’d seen it as a chance to finally convince his father he was ready to “play with the big boys,” as his dad called it, and get a seat at the table on equal footing with his father. Something he’d worked his whole life for. He admired his father, and his approval mattered. It had been his idea to approach Dissidence, romance her, and convince her to involve the Old Growth Guardians. Once they’d showed up on-site, the protest went from obscurity to front-page news, just as his father had hoped. Unfortunately, he hadn’t accounted for two things: being left to face the music essentially on his own after his father fled the country and falling for Dissidence. 
Hence the current sorry state of his life. 
He wondered if his father’s approval was worth it. Or even possible. Through it all, as usual, his mother had stayed quiet. He’d hoped for more but hadn’t been surprised. Mom was always 100 percent behind Dad, acquiescing to his vision, always. She hadn’t really been a mother to him since they’d left Port Russell all those years ago. In his conversations with Josh since they’d begun to repair their relationship, Josh had suggested she was a victim, just like they were. But Justin didn’t see it that way. She was a big girl and made her own choices, just like he did. She’d picked her husband, and herself, over her kids. What kind of mother did that? 
Justin parked beside his mother’s car. Just because she was acting true to character didn’t make it hurt any less. In the new, tentative relationship he was building with his brother, he was beginning to understand that the way his parents had treated them, both of them, over the years was probably not okay. They’d agreed to disagree about their father’s motives, but they both acknowledged that their mother had failed to support them over the years, especially when she let their father move away from Port Russell and dump them at Mulligan Lake Prep. After that, they’d never really been a family again. Both he and Josh grieved the loss of a relationship with her because of it. Justin thought about what he wanted to say to her. Where would he start? His stomach growled. It was only 12:15, but he’d pass out from hunger in the meeting if he didn’t get something to eat as soon as possible.
The receptionist, a pretty, twenty-something blonde named Alyssa, likely handpicked by Tan because she was just his type, greeted him as he entered.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Cameron. Mr. Johal is set up in the boardroom. Would you like me to get you something to drink? Coffee? Water? There are sandwiches set up on the sideboard.”
Justin nearly moaned in relief, hooking his sunglasses into the collar of his blue Lacoste dress shirt. “An Americano would be wonderful, Alyssa. Thanks.” 
He made his way down the short hallway to the boardroom set up in the home’s former dining room, the large bay window overlooking the street and the Oak Bay Marina beyond. Tan Johal had done well for himself. They’d met in Grade 12 at Mulligan Lake when Justin had moved there from Port Russell, two outsiders in the well-established prep school hierarchy. Tan’s family, first-generation immigrants and the owners of a successful mid-island trucking company, had scraped and saved to send their first born to the prestigious school. Justin and Josh were sent to Mulligan Lake to add polish and respectability to their father’s image. He wanted to scrub all traces of small town off both his boys, just as he’d scrubbed it off his wife. Justin and Tan had fallen in together out of necessity but stayed friends because they understood each other. And Justin had always joked it was good to know a lawyer. The joke was on him now.
His mother, Diana Cameron, with shoulder-length blonde hair expertly blown out and wearing a pink Chanel suit, sat sipping cinnamon-scented chai tea from a white porcelain teacup at the head of the long conference table. Justin wondered, cattily, if she could smile, her face Botox smooth. The mother sitting there was a carefully curated image, though she’d been performing it so long that Justin wondered if she even remembered her true self. The mother he loved best preferred jeans and gardening gloves and laughing with her sons while they played board games or went for long rambles on the beach. Since they’d left Port Russell, Diana had become the version of wife and mother his father preferred—polished, perfect, remote, and untouchable. Dressed in carefully curated designer clothes, always put together. There was no time for her sons, as she always had some charity event or lunch to go to. He missed the mother she used to be. Missed being able to talk to her and know she was truly listening.
“Mother,” Justin said, nodding before heading for the sandwiches on the sideboard. 
Tan was pouring a glass of water. 
“Tan. Thought this was a private meeting.” Justin quirked a brow at his friend, who managed to look chagrined. 
Justin eyed the tray of carefully cut sandwich triangles. Was that ham and Swiss cheese? He grabbed a couple of smoked salmon and an egg salad, all on that damn birdseed bread. What was so wrong with plain old white bread? His stomach gurgled loudly, reminding him beggars couldn’t be choosers. Bird seed bread would have to do. He poured himself a glass of water and then turned toward the conference table. 
Alyssa appeared with his coffee, setting it down with a bright smile, while Tan sat at the head of the conference table between Justin and his mother, a pile of papers in front of him. With hands trembling, hopefully from hunger, Justin picked up a sandwich and waited to hear what his lawyer had to say, avoiding his mother’s pensive gaze.
“Sorry for the cloak and dagger. Diana felt you might not attend if you knew she was here,” Tan said. 
Justin, mouth full of smoked salmon, choked out a muffled laugh. Out of the corner of his eye, he registered the hurt look on his mother’s face.
“I know how you feel, darling—how both you and your brother feel.” Diana raised a hand to stop Justin from interrupting. “No. I need to say this. I need to do this before we go on with our business.” 
She laid a hand over the pile of papers in front of Tan. “Your father has left you to take the fall for his mistake. I begged him to step in to help you, but he said you’d be fine. I’ve stood by him many times over the years, even when I’ve disagreed, but I won’t let him do this to you. Not when I have the means to help.”
Justin swallowed his bite of sandwich, and his brow furrowed in confusion. “What are you talking about?”
“Darling, I know you think you’re helping him, but you’re not.” Diana’s blue eyes, so like Justin’s and his brother’s, swam with tears.
Justin’s heart squeezed. He hadn’t seen his mom cry in years. 
“He thinks I don’t know what’s going on, but I do. Not enough to help the police, unfortunately, but enough to make sure that you have access to some resources.”
“There’s nothing going on, Mom. I agreed to help Dad out. I understand he can’t jeopardize his relationship with Eris Resources.” 
Diana scowled. 
How much did she know? “Really, it’s fine. I’m staying with Josh. It’s sort of a vacation. I’ll be cleared in the courts, and we’ll all laugh about this. I don’t want your money.”
Pride bloomed on Diana’s face. “I know, darling. That’s why I’m not giving you money. It’s a means to make your own money, on your terms, without relying on your father. Wayne put Cameron Forest Initiative in my name to dodge the tax man, he told me then.” 
Diana’s mouth pursed as if she’d sucked a lemon before she continued. “Due to his, shall we say, foresight, its assets haven’t been frozen with the investigation. I’ve had Tanvir draw up papers to transfer the company into your name.” 
“You’re giving me CFI?” Justin glanced at Tan, who nodded. His stomach fluttered. She trusted him to do this? “I don’t know if I can go back to working in Port Russell after this summer, Mom. I’m not exactly popular with the locals.”
Diana reached across the table, and Justin extended his hand tentatively, allowing his mother to place hers over top. “Yes, you can, darling. You’re a good man with an excellent head on your shoulders. And I know you will make it work. Josh is there to help you. You have nothing left in Victoria and a long legal road ahead, according to Tanvir. One that is by no means as cut and dried as you seem to think it is. Please, let me do this one small thing to help.”
Justin found he couldn’t swallow around the lump in his throat. His mother, the one he’d longed for, was finally sitting right in front of him. He didn’t realize how much her support meant to him. She believed in him, and she thought he was a good man. Justin felt a weight lift off him, and he could draw a full breath for the first time in a long time. “What about you? Won’t Dad be angry?” 
Diana squeezed his hand. “Don’t you worry about me, darling. I’ll be fine. I’m a resourceful woman.” She smiled at Justin before glancing at her watch. 
Justin realized that his mother was very different. More confident. Brighter. 
“I don’t have much time left. I’m due at a meeting for the children’s aid society benefit. I’d like you to be in Port Russell, firmly established as CEO, before your father gets wind of what I’ve done. Please, will you sign the papers?”
Justin managed a nod, and Tan slid a pen across the table toward him. He signed where the lawyer indicated, then pushed the papers across to his mother, who did the same. Finally, Tan gathered all the papers together, organizing them into a neat pile with a flourish.
“Congratulations, you are now the owner and CEO of Cameron Forest Initiatives,” Tan said, his smile starkly white against his ebony-colored beard. “Mrs. Cameron, I’ll go and have your copies put into a folder. Give me a moment.” Tan stepped out of the boardroom.
Justin extended his hand and grasped his mother’s, squeezing, gratitude swelling. “Thank you. I will make you proud.”
“Oh, darling, you don’t need to make me proud. I’m always proud of you.” 
Justin felt tears gathering behind his eyes. He couldn’t quite believe this was happening. Within moments, he’d gained a company and his mother back. It felt so good to know that he had her love and unconditional support. It was so different than the transactional relationship he had with his dad. He’d felt so alone and scared for so long. 
Diana flashed Justin a look he couldn’t interpret, pulling him out of his thoughts. “Do something for me?” she said, letting go of Justin’s hand and rising from her chair. She set the strap of her Gucci handbag over her shoulder.
“Name it, and it’s done,” Justin said, standing. He wanted to make her proud, show her he was worthy of her trust.
Diana rounded the table and paused before her son, looking up at him. “Give your brother my love, and make an honest effort in Port Russell?” She laid a hand on Justin’s cheek, and he leaned into it.
Honest? What did she mean by that? Maybe she didn’t have confidence in him after all and was doing this out of pity. She’d just thrown him a lifeline, and he didn’t have any other options right now. It’d be foolish if he challenged her. He’d just have to prove her wrong. “I will.” 
Diana pulled Justin in for a hug, and he closed his eyes as her distinctive perfume, Chanel No. 5, drifted over him. He breathed in, every memory of her underscored by her favorite scent. He was so grateful. While he didn’t understand why she’d gone against his father’s wishes, she’d given him purpose, something to cling to in the storm, a chance to prove he wasn’t his father but instead good, honest, and worthy of her trust and love. Justin felt as if he were floating, the heaviness he’d been carrying for weeks shifting. 
Tan arrived with Diana’s package of papers. “Mrs. Cameron, a pleasure to see you again,” he said, shaking her hand. 
“Thank you for your help today, Tanvir. Please give my best to your mother.” Diana turned to Justin. “Darling, I know you’ll do the right thing.”
Justin and Tan watched as Diana clicked down the hall and disappeared. 
“Your mother is an amazing woman,” Tan said, settling into his chair again. 
Justin sat, eyes on the street until his mother’s distinctive car pulled out of the law firm’s small parking lot and drove away. “Yes, she is.” He was surprised to find he meant it for the first time in a long time.
“She’s not only helped your current financial situation but likely your defense.”
“How so?” Justin returned to his forgotten sandwiches, finishing the smoked salmon.
“If you’re an upstanding citizen of Port Russell, a major employer in town, we can argue you’re making amends and providing employment for the community. It shows you’re taking responsibility.”
“That’ll really help?” Justin picked up his coffee, found it was cold, and switched to  a triangle of egg salad.
Tan wrinkled his nose. “How can you eat that shit? Egg salad is nasty.” He leaned back, his conference chair squeaking, and wove and flipped his pen over the knuckles of his right hand like he did when they were at school together. “But, yes. Definitely a point in your favor. Maybe while you’re there, you’ll find a local and settle down.” Tan barked out a laugh at his own joke.
“Settle down?”
“You know, pick one woman and commit to her?” 
Justin flipped his old friend the bird. 
Tan grinned. “The support of a good woman would really help you. The court loves steady relationships. They show you’re stable and predictable. Trustworthy. A guy who is settled and contributes to his community is an easier image for me to sell than the playboy one you’ve got now.” Tan gestured at Justin in his crisp designer button-up, hair perfectly coiffed, his beard just the right amount of scruffy. “Know anyone who’d be willing to put up with you long-term?”
Justin leaned back in his chair, thinking. 
He just might.






  
  Chapter 3
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Song glanced at her watch: fifteen minutes till closing. Thank heaven. She reviewed the list of closing duties taped to the cupboard beneath the till. Just the cold cases to wipe out, and then she could cash out. She looked at the espresso machine with longing. She’d pull herself a shot if she hadn’t cleaned it already. It had been an endless day that had started out with such promise. 
She’d opened the library, checked in some books, read for a kindergarten class, and then welcomed Courtney and the class they shared into the library for their book exchange. Her students had been so thrilled to see her; it warmed her heart. She’d dashed any thoughts of Josh’s news about Justin out of her head when they popped up, determined not to let them ruin her lovely day. Josh had only said he was moving to Port Russell, not that he would be there today.
Shortly after recess, the day began its long, slow spiral down the drain. 
Jackie Moran had slipped on a patch of mud on the Grade 7 hill while on recess duty and wrenched her back, sending it into spasms. Because of the shortage of substitute teachers in the district, Principal Sandi Munro had pulled Song out of the library and put her in Jackie’s six/seven split class so Jackie could see a chiropractor. 
Song had gone in with no time to prepare and screwed up the math lesson on integers Jackie had left, the class erupting into disarray as more and more students put their hands up in frustration. Then, during gym class, a fight had broken out between two boys, and a girl had her glasses busted by a rogue basketball. It had forced Song to call down to the office for help. 
Sandi had been understanding, but Song felt horrible, so she couldn’t say no when the principal begged her to cover the class for the rest of the week since the chiropractor said Jackie’s back would need several treatments to heal. Her head hurt thinking about how she was going to recover her authority in front of the class or every day till Jackie’s return would be a trial. At least she’d be able to read through Jackie’s planned lessons, so she’d get the math right tomorrow.
Song was bone tired but dragged herself to her shift at the White Raven. The evening at the cafe had been slow, thankfully, but the lack of customers gave her way too much time to fixate on the disaster her day had been and the bomb Courtney and Josh had dropped in her lap at breakfast. 
Justin was coming back to town. 
She imagined herself running into him at the post office, or worse, Justin surprising her here at the cafe. What the hell could she say to him? She pictured herself rooted in place, her mouth flapping open and shut as she struggled to find something to say to the man who’d caused her to make a fool out of herself.
“Oh my god,” she said out loud in the deserted cafe as she prepared a bucket of water and fetched a cloth to wipe down the cold case. “Get a grip.”
She crouched to begin cleaning and fantasized about how she was going to manage Justin. Maybe it would be best to ignore him. Pretend like she didn’t even know him. Give him a taste of his own medicine after he’d ghosted her. Or she could cause a scene, get all the anger and betrayal off her chest that she’d been hauling around. Maybe get some closure. Why had he done this to her? Song twisted to rinse her cloth out and began wiping the second shelf. She imagined throwing a cup of coffee at him, picturing the look of surprise and fear he might have on his face, and smiled. 
Not that she’d ever do that. 
Her parents had instilled in her that one’s personal business should remain personal. The Lius did not cause scenes. She sighed. Hopefully, when she did run into him—and let’s face it, that was inevitable given the size of Port Russell—she’d see him first and be able to escape. Avoid him altogether and just work on forgetting that she’d ever been foolish enough to think a man like Justin Cameron could want her. 
But
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