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Chapter One

Erin entered the bustling lobby of the Hunt and Bishop office tower and crossed to the executive elevator, her flat dress shoes ringing on the gleaming tiled floor. While she waited for the elevator to arrive, she mentally rehearsed what she’d say to Dad, assuming she’d correctly guessed the reason for his terse text, summoning her to see him at 11 a.m. sharp. He hadn’t invited her to his office since their last argument. Over breakfast, she’d skimmed one of the company documents he’d sent her to review. She’d even read a paragraph while she brushed her teeth. But would that be enough to stall him? Again.

The elevator arrived and whisked her up to the 50th floor, which contained only two offices: Aaron Hunt’s and Royce Bishop’s. She stepped onto plush carpet, turned left, passed through the glass door with Aaron Hunt emblazoned across it in black letters. Nobody was in the cozy waiting room. Erin would have sunk into one of the leather chairs, but Katie, Dad’s assistant, beamed at her. “Nice to see you, Erin. He’s ready for you. You can go right in.”

“Thanks.” Dad’s door was open. Erin tapped on it and strode inside.

“I need it tomorrow,” Dad said into his cell phone. He motioned for Erin to sit, but she wandered over to the wall of fame, as she thought of it, and surveyed the framed photos she’d viewed hundreds of times. Dad with city politicians, Dad with provincial and federal politicians, Dad with sports figures, Dad with journalists, Dad with CEOs of companies large and small, Dad with local celebrities, and some not so local. Shaking hands, slapping backs, thumbs up, wide smiles. In a few of them, Dad was sticking a shovel into the ground, flanked by beaming department heads, the mayor at the time, and the local city councillor.

“Get back to me by the end of today,” Dad barked. What sounded like his phone thudded to the desk.

Erin turned to him.

“Sit,” he said, motioning to one of the guest chairs again.

“I’m okay standing.” She didn’t want him towering over her.

“Suit yourself.” He leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows on his desk. “I have a job for you.”

That was the last thing she’d expected him to say. “We agreed I’d come work with you after I’d had some time off.”

Irritation flashed across his face, but he didn’t lash out. “This is a temporary job, and don’t tell me you don’t have the time because you’re busy.” He picked up his phone, swiped a few times, and held it out to her. “Katie took it on her way in yesterday. It was on a pole near a bus stop.”

She studied the photo on the phone’s display. A poster. Printed on it in green block letters:

 

Come out and

Save McMillan Park

 

Saturday, May 22nd, 2 pm, south gate

 

Say no to luxury housing

Say no to Hunt and Bishop

Green, NOT Greed

 

Citizens for Responsible Housing

 

She handed Dad his phone and gave him a questioning look.

“The city rezoned the park at our request, but only a few people here and at city hall are supposed to know that. We’re about to purchase it. The land.”

Erin didn’t know anything about McMillan Park. “Where is it?”

“In the Iron Court area.”

A low-income area. “You don’t usually build there.”

“That’s not the point. Someone is leaking information to this group. More specifically, to Lily Altree.”

“Never heard of her.”

“If you showed any interest in the business, you’d know who she is.” Dad waved a dismissive hand. “She hasn’t stopped any projects yet, but she tries. Sometimes we have to jump through extra hoops because of the fuss she’s causing, just so the city can say it did its due diligence. She’s like a mosquito buzzing around my head. I always manage to crush it.” He banged his fist on his desk. “But it’s still annoying.”

“She heads this Citizens for Responsible, uh…”

“Housing group? Yes. I want to know who’s betraying me.”

Erin didn’t envy the person. Knowing Dad, they’d be fired—and more.

“You’re about the right age and would blend in.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re going to that protest.”

“What?”

“Show up, wave the signs or whatever they do, and see what you can find out.”

Erin dropped into one of the guest chairs. “I don’t think I’m the right person for this. I’ve never been to a protest before.” She’d certainly never been to the Iron Court area. “Can’t you hire a PI, or ask someone else to do it?”

“I don’t want anyone to know someone’s shafting me. I want this kept in the family.”

“How am I supposed to find out who told them about the park? They’re not just going to tell me.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure something out. Either that, or you can tell me you’re ready to come to work with me. No more lazing around.” Dad folded his arms and leaned back in his chair, a smirk on his face. “So which is it? Are you going to find out who’s leaking info, or should I send you down to human resources to fill out some forms?”

Erin raised her hands in surrender. “All right, all right. I’ll go to the protest.”

“Good.”

“I’ll have to earn their trust first. It might take some time.”

“Then it takes some time. Now that Altree’s got her teeth into this project, this won’t be the last protest. Be the best little protestor they’ve got and find out whose balls I have to break.” Dad looked at his watch. “I have an 11:15.”

Dismissed, then. Erin stood. “Mom said if you’re free for lunch, to call her.”

His face brightened. “I just might do that.”

She waited to see if he’d invite her to go with them, then wandered toward the door. “Bye, then.”

“I’ll see you later,” Dad said, already focused on the monitor sitting on his desk.

 

* * *

 

As soon as Erin got home, she went into her private apartment within her parents’ house, plunked into her office chair, and fired up her laptop, determined to find out everything she could about Lily Altree and the Citizens for Responsible Housing. A search found the group’s one-page website. She scanned the About section, which described a grassroots group of locals who kept tabs on the real estate developments taking place around the city. If they didn’t agree with one, they protested. No names, though, and a generic contact email.

She studied the handful of pics. Around fifteen to twenty people were in each one. As Dad had said, most were around her age, but not all. Erin couldn’t find the name Lily Altree anywhere on the site, but searching the internet for that name yielded results. A few newspaper articles mentioned Altree when reporting on previous protests. A couple of social media profiles also popped up. Erin studied the profile picture attached to one. Altree had short curly red hair and appeared pale, but not anemic. A few freckles dotted her cheeks. She wasn’t wearing any makeup.

Erin’s gaydar dinged, but it had about an eighty percent success rate, so she could be wrong. And she wasn’t going to the protest to make friends. She was going to find out who was betraying Dad. If she succeeded, maybe he’d get off her back for a while.

Spring was here, with summer soon to follow, which meant ideal viewing conditions here on the ground. She already knew when she’d go out, where she’d set up her telescope, what photos she hoped to take. The last place she wanted to be was stuck in an office, in boring meetings about developments she couldn’t care less about. If she found out who was betraying Dad, she might be able to wheedle a few more months out of him, promise to take her place at his side in the fall.

To unmask the traitor, she needed a plan, starting with a fake name, one she’d easily remember so it would roll off her tongue. She examined herself in the full-length mirror standing in the corner of her bedroom. Bartlett. Mom’s maiden name. She adopted what appeared to be a relaxed pose, winked at herself, and said, “Bartlett. Erin Bartlett.” It felt right. One decision made.

Next, she threw open the doors of her walk-in closet and eyed the blazers and dress pants hanging on the left, and the blouses and turtlenecks hanging on the right. She needed jeans and t-shirts. And a pair of sneakers wouldn’t hurt.

Assuming it would take more than one protest for someone in the grassroots group to spill his or her guts about an informant, she also needed a phone for Erin Bartlett, so she’d have a contact number.

What about social media profiles? It would look weird if she wasn’t anywhere online, but it would be suspicious if she created new profiles. Anyone looking her up would notice the creation dates and wonder. Maybe she could claim to be tech-challenged. No, that didn’t feel right. Maybe she’d deleted all her profiles because she’d realized she was addicted to social media. Better. If anyone asked, she’d run with that.

Should she drive her Mercedes to this protest, or take a cab or the bus? Going to the Iron Court area of the city would be like going to a foreign country. She’d feel safer in her own car, but showing up in a Mercedes wouldn’t be the best idea. She’d drive part of the way and take a cab for the rest.

She sat at her desk again and worked on creating a history for Erin Bartlett. Someone—probably Dad—had once told her the best lies were mainly the truth, so if you ever had to tell a big lie, stick to the truth as much as possible. Too many fibs were difficult to remember. If anyone asked, she was taking some time off before she went to work for her father, lived with her parents, and was interested in real estate developments. She didn’t have to explain that her interest was completely different from theirs. Essentially, she’d be herself. Only her name would change.

When Dad had suggested she go to the protest, Erin had thought he was nuts. But now she looked forward to it. Operation Informant would almost be fun if she wasn’t terrified of letting Dad down.

Her stomach grumbled. She went in search of Michael, the Hunts’ combined chef, butler, and pool boy. After lunch, she’d go clothes shopping, then pick up Christina, Royce Bishop’s daughter and her assumed-to-be future wife. That evening, they’d attend a reception the mayor was holding, one in which businessmen like Dad would be toasted. One that would remind her of how much she must disappoint him.

 

* * *

 

Erin lifted a glass of champagne from the silver tray the waiter presented to her and watched Christina do the same. They clinked glasses. “Cheers.” Erin sipped her bubbly. The voices of those chatting around her in civilized tones mixed with the classical music played by a string quartet. The mayor’s receptions for local investors and entrepreneurs were always the same. If Dad hadn’t insisted on her presence tonight, Erin would be at home on her bedroom balcony.

Christina had already drained half her glass. She set it on the table they shared with their parents in the reception hall at one of the city’s finest hotels. “I wish there was dancing.”

Erin snorted. “Here?” Most of the couples were her parents’ age. Not that they didn’t dance, but she’d only seen them do so at weddings.

“Sure, why not? My parents are taking ballroom dancing lessons.”

“Seriously?” She couldn’t imagine Royce Bishop dancing. He was a quiet, thoughtful man, the one behind the scenes at Hunt and Bishop Property Investments. Erin’s dad was the boisterous one, the brash investor who snapped up properties from under other investors and twisted arms to get what he wanted. Business partners for many years, their two fathers’ personalities complemented each other, but their opinions sometimes clashed. Royce—she felt funny calling him Royce, even though he’d told her she could—was a more “by the book” person and had tried to persuade Dad to build affordable housing in addition to the swanky condos Hunt and Bishop was known for, but Dad was having none of it. “There’s no money in it,” Erin had heard him say many times.

“They thought maybe we’d want to join them sometime,” Christina said, bringing Erin back to the reception. “They’re private lessons,” she added.

“Why would we want to learn how to ballroom dance?”

Christina cocked her head. “It could be fun.”

Erin hesitated. “I’ll think about it.”

“Whenever you say that, you mean no.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do. You never stop thinking about it. You—”

“Good evening, ladies.”

Erin turned toward the voice. A man in his thirties smiled nervously at them and lifted a camera. Before she could protest, a flash blinded her.

“Thank you.” He went to move away, but Dad stormed over and blocked his path. He snatched the camera from the journalist’s hand.

“Hey, that’s my camera.”

“It’s mine now,” Dad snapped.

“I’ll report you to the police.”

“Go ahead. I don’t recognize you. New in town?”

The man squared his shoulders. “I’m Christopher Birmingham, the society reporter for the Standard.”

“I don’t care if you’re the editor-in-chief. Everyone knows photos of my daughter are off limits.”

Birmingham smirked. “She’s not a child.”

“Let me phrase this another way, Mr. Birmingham,” Dad said contemptuously. “I can let you keep your job with the understanding that you will never try to photograph my daughter again, or I can make a few calls and destroy your life. Which is it?”

Erin stepped forward. “Dad.”

His hand shot toward her, palm out. She stepped back.

“Well?” he said to Birmingham. “Do I call the owner of the Standard and the chief of police, or not?”

Birmingham glared at him. “No.”

“Good.” Dad scowled as he checked the camera and pressed a couple of buttons. “I’m not an unreasonable man. You can take a photo of me and my lovely wife.” He handed the camera back to the cowed society reporter. “I’m pretty sure I deleted the photo in the cloud too, but in case I haven’t, I can make those calls anytime. Understand?”

Birmingham scowled and straightened his blazer’s collar. “Yes. Sir.”

“Fine. Wait for me over there.” He pointed to a spot that would be out of earshot.

Birmingham did what he was told, his tail tucked between his legs. A security guard who’d arrived to see what the fuss was about trailed after him.

Dad blew out some air. “Idiot.”

“He said I’m not a child, and he’s right,” Erin said.

“You’re not in the business yet, Erin. When you are, you’ll be fair game. Until then, you’re a private person.” His voice softened. “I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you because of the business.”

His words warmed Erin. Dad rarely got sentimental.

“Don’t forget to show up for that protest. Don’t let me down.”

The warmth died. Erin opened her mouth to say he could count on her, but Dad had already turned away and headed over to where the journalist was sulkily waiting for him.

Christina raised her brows and drank the rest of her champagne in one go. She set her glass down. “Your father scares me sometimes.”

“He’s only trying to protect me.”

“What did he mean? What protest?”

“Something he asked me to do. I’ll tell you about it another time.” She sipped her drink. “I don’t really want to do it, but it was that or start work with him right now. He’s running out of patience.”

A dimple formed in the middle of Christina’s forehead when she grimaced. “You’ve been holding him off for almost a year. He’s been pretty patient.”

“Whose side are you on?”

“Nobody’s. But are you sure you want to work with him? You say you do, but…”

What else would she do? Dad expected her to take over the business one day. If Erin had siblings, she’d defer to one of them. But she didn’t. Mom and Dad had tried for years to get pregnant and had finally managed it. Here she was. They’d tried again, then tried IVF, then accepted that Erin would be it. She wouldn’t disappoint them, especially Dad, who’d probably wanted a son.

“Tell me to shut up if you want, but you don’t want to spend your life living for other people.”

Erin stared at Christina, at her perfectly coiffed blonde hair, the dress that fit her so snuggly she must have had it custom made, her long fingers with their manicured nails painted pink, the luxury designer bag sitting next to her glass. Christina was hardly in a position to dole out sage advice when it came to not worrying about what others thought of one’s choices, especially the important ones.

Not for the first time, she wondered if love would ever grow between them. They’d known each other all their lives. Their dads had already been in business together when they’d come along. They’d gone to the same private daycare, same private school, played together, participated in the same afterschool activities. When Christina had come out and Mom and Dad hadn’t freaked, Erin had plucked up the courage to reveal her own truth to them. To their credit, they’d embraced her as they’d embraced Christina, but suddenly there was an implicit assumption that she and Christina would eventually ride off into the sunset together. Both families spoke about them as if they were a couple.

Arranged matches weren’t unusual in their social circle. Erin could do much worse than Christina. They didn’t share many interests, but Erin enjoyed her company and Christina was easy on the eyes. “That’s how most couples around here start out,” a family friend had said to Erin at the country club once, when one of the members had walked in with her new husband on her arm. “She told me she doesn’t love him yet, but boy, what a match!” Nobody would deny that she and Christina were also a great match. They had plenty of time to find their spark. For now, they held hands—occasionally—and bided their time.

Christina’s voice cut into her thoughts. “Are you listening to me, or is your head in the clouds again?” 

Not the clouds. The stars. But she wouldn’t quibble. “I’m not living my life for other people. I want to work at the company, work with Dad. But once I do, it’ll be more than nine to five. You know how much our dads work. I’m not ready for that yet.”

Christina appeared dubious. “When do you think you’ll be ready?”

The sound of a clinking glass saved Erin from answering. Along with everyone else, she turned in the direction of the clinking.

“I’d like to say a few words,” the mayor said, wearing the chain of office around his neck. “I love hosting these receptions and rubbing elbows with the best this city has to offer. With your dedication and your determination, our city…”

Erin tuned him out. Christina was right. Dad wouldn’t wait forever. She’d go home tonight and pick up those company documents again. She’d prove to him she was serious.

Two hours later, Erin peered through her telescope at the twinkling stars while the company documents sat ignored on her desk.


 

Chapter Two

Erin waited for the light to turn green so she could cross the street and join the group she’d eyed hanging around outside McMillan Park. Now that she was here, she went back to thinking Dad was crazy for having her do this. What if the protestors saw right through her? What if she accidentally said her real name?

To calm herself, she counted the cars idling at the intersection. Usually she was driving, like that dude in the red convertible, with a blonde half his age in the passenger seat. Erin rolled her eyes. Sure, the blonde was interested in him for his riveting conversation, and not for his sports car. They reminded her of the couple she’d passed just a few minutes ago, right after a cab had dropped her off three blocks away. The guy’s shoes were scuffed and his jeans were ripped, yet he was on the arm of a woman in a business suit. Amazing how people with money and power fooled themselves into thinking they got the girl or guy because they were interesting, especially when that girl or guy was half their age or broke.

Erin would never be the guy in the red convertible or the woman with the gold digger on her arm. Been there, done that. In university, she’d fallen hard for Kerry. They’d met at a coffee shop, a chance meeting, or so Erin had thought. Cute, funny, attentive Kerry, who shared every one of Erin’s interests. They’d enjoyed long lazy afternoons in bed when neither of them had classes. Erin had imagined their engagement, their wedding, their vacations in Europe and exotic locales, seen them watching the sun set together on a swinging bench on their front porch, imagined what Kerry’s hair would look like when it was gray. Until the day she’d received a text from Kerry. As usual, her heart had leapt, until she’d realized Kerry had accidentally texted her.

Kerry: It’s going great. She’s really into me. Not really my type, but hey, the moula more than makes up for it. Bought me a bike yesterday. Has a rich friend. Want me to hook you up?

Erin: ????

Kerry: Crap.

Erin: WTF?

Kerry: We weren’t serious, right? It was just a bit of fun.

Erin had wept for weeks over that bit of fun. She’d learned her lesson. She wanted someone who wanted her for her, not for her money. The problem was how to tell. The only sure way was to stick to dating others with moula.

Both she and Christina were wealthy. When they walked into the country club together, nobody raised a brow and whispered about that idiot Erin. She wasn’t the guy in the red convertible.

The light changed. Erin went with the herd and crossed to the other side. The group was just ahead now. Her hands were clammy. She wished she was wearing her power clothes, not jeans, a plain lavender t-shirt and blazer, and sneakers. And no Rolex. She felt naked without her Rolex.

Wanting a few extra seconds before she made contact, she peered through the iron-barred fence set about five feet back from the sidewalk. What she could see of McMillan Park, which occupied an entire large city block, didn’t seem worth saving. Patchy grass, dead or dying trees, a tired-looking play area with a swing set, teeter totter, old-style merry-go-round, and a sandbox with dirty sand. The fence Erin peered through was rusty and its paint was peeling. But there were people in the park, two sitting on a worn bench and kids on the swings that weren’t broken. Still, Erin couldn’t understand why the people in the neighbourhood would want this over a modern apartment building surrounded by manicured green space. Time to talk to the protestors.

Only a couple of them held signs. The rest were milling about, as if waiting for something to happen. Deep breath. She wouldn’t force a smile because it would look fake, but she needed to pull her shoulders out of her ears. Consciously relaxing them, she approached the woman closest to her.

“Hi,” Erin said, a little too loudly.

The woman turned to her. “Hey.”

“Is this where the protest against the new development is happening?”

“You got it.” The woman’s face brightened. “I’m Shawna.”

“Erin.”

Shawna’s eyes narrowed. “Haven’t seen you at any of our other events.”

“Yeah, this is my first one. I finally decided to take an interest in local issues, not just read about them.”

“Well, this is certainly a local issue.” Shawna swept her arm toward the fence from where she stood in the five-foot cement area between the sidewalk and the park. “The only green space around here, and a greedy developer will destroy it and build a monstrosity.”

A monstrosity. Not the way Erin would have described a twenty-storey modern apartment building. Laundry and a fireplace in every suite, high ceilings, solar panels on the roof, along with a swimming pool.

“How did you hear about the protest?” Shawna asked.

“I saw a poster near a bus stop.” She searched those gathered for a redhead but came up empty. “Are you in charge?”

“Me?” Shawna chuckled. “I’m terrible at organizing. No, that’s Lily.” She glanced around. “But she’s not here yet, and she has the rest of our signs.”

Erin didn’t care about signs. “How do you track what developers are doing?” she asked, hoping she sounded like a wide-eyed innocent in awe of these heroic protectors standing against big bad developers. “I thought a lot of that information was private, especially when they’re still negotiating with the city over the land or plans.”

“Lily follows it all.” An old blue Toyota pulled up to the curb. Shawna pointed to it. “And here she is.”

Everyone swarmed toward the car, as if a celebrity had arrived. Erin hung back a bit, watched Lily Altree jump out, scurry to her trunk, and open it. With the amount of rust pockmarking the car’s body, Erin wouldn’t have been surprised if the trunk lid fell off. It must be hanging on by a thread, and a rusty one at that.

A woman climbed out of the passenger seat and elbowed her way next to Altree. The girlfriend, maybe? Altree still dinged her gaydar in person. Her short red hair was fierier than her photo had done it justice, she wore a checked blouse and jeans, and Erin had glimpsed comfortable shoes—sneakers—before everyone had surrounded her.

She forced herself forward and joined those getting a sign. Here was her chance. If she was lucky, she’d introduce herself, ask Altree a few seemingly innocent questions, hang around for ten minutes and then get the hell out of here. But Shawna turned away from Altree with two signs.

“Here you go,” she said, handing one to Erin.

Normally Erin would be grateful someone was looking out for her at a strange event, but not right now. She forced a smile and accepted her sign. Green over Greed. Written in green marker, of course. Shawna’s read Say No to Condos. That was going to change minds for sure.

The others lined up in front of the fence. Erin joined them. “Where’d Lily go?” she asked Shawna. Altree and her car had disappeared while Erin was checking out her sign.

“She didn’t want to get a parking ticket.” Shawna hoisted her sign above her head and chanted. “Save McMillan Park. Green not greed. Save McMillan Park. Green not greed.”

Erin lifted her sign and joined in.

 

* * *

 

Lily hustled back to the protest, wishing she’d found a closer parking spot. Saturday mornings were better for parking, but Sandy had said more people would see them if they tried an afternoon, and Lily had agreed. Still, she’d stifled her disappointment when she’d pulled up to the curb and counted twelve people, not including herself and Sandy. Twelve. From a population of over 300,000. Didn’t anyone care that developers were gobbling up green space and building housing that was unaffordable for most of them? When she saw housing advocates on the news talking about the lack of affordable housing, she wanted to scream. Where were they today?

On days like this, she felt like giving up, shredding the placards and letting someone else worry about what was built in this city. But her life had to mean something, or what had happened to Jay-Jay wouldn’t make sense. Lily was on this earth for a reason, though sometimes she wondered if this cause was it. Then she reminded herself not to let the bastards get her down, especially since it was McMillan Park on the line. Now was the time to make noise, while the city still owned the land.

She rounded the corner and jogged up to the line that had formed outside the park, the one Hunt and Bishop wanted to buy so another eyesore could be erected. Patrick had carried five extra signs from the trunk to the sidewalk. When Lily reached the pile, there were still five there. She sighed, joined the line, and glanced down it. She hadn’t really noticed who was there when she’d quickly counted, wanting to hand out signs as quickly as possible so she could park the car and get back here.

Angie, Patrick, Don, Maria, Sue, Sandy, Peter, Donna, Doug, Shawna, Ryan, and someone she didn’t know. A brown-haired slender woman in jeans and a blazer. Damn, if she hadn’t arrived late, she’d have made a point of talking to her.

She squeezed between Sandy and Patrick and bobbed her sign in the air. “Save our parks,” she shouted. “Save our parks.”

“Did you see the agenda for the city council meeting next month?” Patrick raised his voice so she could hear him. “Someone from Hunt and Bishop is presenting. You know what that means.”

It meant whatever they presented to council would be accepted, because Hunt and Bishop Property Investments wouldn’t present to council unless it knew its plans to purchase the park site and build an apartment were in the bag. How many councillors had they paid off this time?

Patrick lowered his sign. “I’m not even sure why we’re out here.”

Fury shot through Lily. She wanted to swat him with her sign. “It’s not over until it’s over,” she said through clenched teeth.

She hoisted her sign higher and shouted even louder. “Save our parks! Save our parks!” It would take more than the cowards at city hall and the pigs at Hunt and Bishop to stop her from standing here. She thrust her sign toward the sky that was threatening rain and shouted at the top of her lungs. “Save our parks!” For the residents of the Iron Court neighbourhood. For Jay-Jay.

 

* * *

 

Half an hour later, Erin was already flagging. Her arms ached from holding the sign aloft, and she was thirsty from all the chanting. She’d have a new appreciation for protestors now, even though they rarely changed anything. They certainly wouldn’t stop Dad from buying the land behind her and building an apartment building.

Someone driving by honked their horn. The person in the passenger seat gave them a thumbs up. Better than the finger. So far, she’d say it was about 50% thumbs up and 50% go fuck yourselves. One guy had even yelled it out the window, in case they couldn’t see his rude gesturing. She agreed with something a woman had shouted. There was nothing wrong with progress. This city had a housing crisis that was constantly in the news. These protestors were part of the problem.

A raised voice to her left drew her attention, one that wasn’t chanting any of the slogans Erin had learned. “…get a job instead of standing here making trouble.” A man in a suit stood in front of Altree, screaming at her. “Get a fucking job, morons. The cops should just throw you all in jail.”

Altree’s reply was too low for Erin to hear.

The guy stepped closer, his face only inches from Altree’s. “Bitches like you need a good slap.”

Without thinking, Erin was in motion, closing the distance between her and Altree in seconds. “Back off, buddy.”

He turned toward Erin. “Another one who needs slapping.”

Erin shifted her weight slightly so she could take the guy down if she had to. Dad had been right to insist she take a self-defence course every year. The moves were always fresh in her mind. “Do you always threaten to hit women who don’t agree with you?”

“Fuck you.”

“What a brilliant comeback! Move along.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll…I’ll be forced to make you move along. So you’d better go now.”

Altree nodded. “We’re exercising our right to—”

“He doesn’t care about rights,” Erin said. “He’s upset about his own pathetic loser life and has to take it out on others. Especially women.”

The guy’s body stiffened and his jaw set. Fear snaked through Erin, but she continued to stare at him. “Move along,” she said, her voice strong and steady, much to her relief. “Or you’ll be the one the police come for.”

“You’re a waste of time, anyway,” he muttered. But he moved along.

She let out her pent breath and turned to Altree. “Are you okay?”

Altree’s eyes bulged. “Of course I’m okay. Do you think that’s the first man who’s told me I need a good beating, that I should be at home like a good little woman, not shit disturbing? I can take care of myself.”

Erin was taken aback. She hadn’t expected thanks, not exactly, but still.

“I didn’t need you marching over here and taking over. I was handling it.”

“Sorry,” Erin mumbled, taking in Altree’s blazing brown eyes, the freckles dotting her cheeks and nose, the ones she could barely see right now because Altree was flushed. Her throat suddenly tightened, the same way it had tightened in Grade 11 when she saw Patsy Goodson sashaying down the corridor and felt as if she’d been hit by a lightning bolt. She’d had crushes on girls before, but Patsy had kept her up at night, filled her head with fantasies she would never have dared share, and made her drive by Patsy’s house three or four times a day. She’d breathed and dreamed Patsy for months. The non-relationship had eventually petered out, but for a while, it had been Patsy, Patsy, Patsy.

She was older now—mid-twenties—and wiser. She wasn’t so naïve about relationships, wasn’t like the guy in the red convertible with someone drooling over his money. Someone like Altree would never work. Someone who was ungrateful, to boot.

Erin whirled, went back to her place in the line, and lifted her sign.

 

* * *

 

Lily’s anger at being treated like someone who needed rescuing quickly died when the newbie marched away. Yes, she’d had run-ins with hundreds of people like that guy and didn’t need her hand held. But the newbie didn’t know that and was probably wondering why nobody else had stepped in. Because I’ve snapped at all of them for doing so at one time or another. They knew to stand back. Now she’d lashed out at someone new, someone who’d come to help. Given the meagre turnout today, she needed everyone she could get. She’d have to apologize—sort of.

Sandy elbowed her. “She stood up for you. How chivalrous.” She smirked. “You’re blushing.”

“I am not blushing. I’m mad.”

“I hope she comes for coffee with us afterwards. If it rains on the way, she’ll probably whip off her blazer and cover any puddles, so your feet won’t get wet. And if anyone threatens you, she’ll be, what did she say? Forced to do something to them.” Sandy chuckled. “You should sit next to her.”

“Drop it, okay.”

Sandy’s eyes danced. She looked past Lily, at Patrick. “Let’s go for coffee in about twenty minutes. Pass it down the line.”

He quickly did so, to Lily’s dismay. Was she the only one who’d stand here for days? She’d once stared down a bulldozer when trying to stop a developer who only cared about money from destroying one of the few green spaces in the west end. The cops had eventually come and the developer had grudgingly agreed that Lily be fined, rather than charged. Easy for the developer to do, because it had gotten exactly what it wanted. It didn’t help that the city councillors were in the developers’ pockets.

“I’ll make a point of inviting your saviour along,” Sandy said. “She’s new. We should welcome her.”

“Just give the word and we’ll pack up for the day,” Patrick said.

Lily sighed and lifted her sign.

 

* * *

 

Erin carried her regular coffee to the tables Altree’s group had claimed. She’d kill for a latte, but had noticed everyone else had ordered regular old coffees and had decided it would be better to go along with the crowd. When the coffee idea had travelled down the line, she’d groaned to herself, even though it was the perfect opportunity to pick up a few tidbits of information. At least Altree’s girlfriend had made a point of inviting her to go with them. Erin didn’t feel like she was crashing the gathering. Hopefully everyone would be more relaxed here, and it would give her a chance to redeem herself for upsetting Altree—Lily. On the stroll here, Erin had learned everyone’s name and had to stop thinking of her as Altree.  

The only empty place at the two tables they’d pushed together was next to Lily, which was both good and bad. Erin set her coffee on the table and dropped into the empty chair. Fortunately Lily was busy talking.

“…might not be this year,” she was saying.

“Why not?” Maria said.

Lily shrugged. “Some unanticipated expenses have come up. I’m thinking maybe another year or two.”

“You’re always pushing it off. What’s going on this time?”

“Nothing.”

“I thought you took on more shifts so you could apply this year.”

“What are we talking about?” Erin asked, genuinely curious.

Sandy answered the question. “Law school.”

Erin turned to Lily. “You’re applying to law school?” she blurted. Then she inwardly cringed. She’d sounded too surprised, as if someone like Lily would be the last person she’d expect to go to law school.

Lily didn’t seem to notice. “Someone has to hold these bastards to account, and apparently standing in the street protesting and bombarding councillors with emails isn’t doing it.”

Erin couldn’t help but admire Lily’s conviction and determination, even though she disagreed with her position when it came to real estate developments. “The city and developers have the best law firms working for them,” she felt compelled to say.

Lily squared her shoulders. “That doesn’t scare me. What are you saying? That we shouldn’t even try, because we don’t have a hope in hell of winning against the big guys?”

Erin thought quickly on her feet. “There are better ways to go about it than meeting them head on. You could find people sympathetic to your cause who work for them, for example. Find out information that way and use it against them.”

Lily’s expression didn’t change, and neither did her body language. “At some point, it would have to be fought in the courts, anyway.”

Not exactly a denial that someone at city hall or Hunt and Bishop was feeding her information.

Sandy started blabbing about something that had happened to her at work the day before, probably to change the subject. Erin listened politely along with the others and drank her coffee, wishing she could leave, but knowing she had to stay.

An hour later, the silences between topics were growing longer and a few people had already left. Erin doubted she’d get any information today, but she’d made contact, and now she had to make sure she was on Lily’s radar.

“Well, I guess I’ll head out,” she said, before a new topic of conversation made it difficult to leave without appearing rude.

“Thanks for coming out,” Sandy said.

The others murmured their agreement.

“Will you be holding another protest?” she asked.

“Of course,” Lily said, to chuckles. “We’re far from finished with McMillan Park. And there will always be another short-sighted twit wanting to bulldoze a park or tear down a perfectly good building that’s stood there for more than a hundred years.”

Erin bit her tongue. She really, really wanted to point out that people who weren’t obsessed with the same things as them weren’t necessarily twits. But she didn’t want to blow what she considered a stellar performance at the last minute. Instead, she smiled and nodded and tried not to crush the empty coffee cup in her hand.

“I guess I’ll see you at the next protest, then,” she said. “I’ll keep my eye out for it.”

A chorus of “See you” and “Bye” rose.

Erin left the table, and had just tossed her cup into the recycling section of the waste station when someone tapped her shoulder. She whirled, then masked her surprise.

“I just wanted to say thanks, for coming out, and for when you stood up to that guy.” Lily wasn’t smiling, but her voice had softened.

“No problem.” Lily’s prickly manner didn’t stop Erin from admitting she was cute.

“I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did. It’s just that I’m capable of handling those situations myself.”

Not exactly an apology, but not an easy thing to say for someone as stubborn as the woman in front of her.

“How did you find out about the protest?” Lily asked.

Erin’s heart pounded. Did Lily suspect something? “I saw one of your posters near a bus stop.” Please don’t let her ask where because Dad hadn’t told her the location. She continued speaking before Lily could say anything. “If you hold another protest, I’d like to go. I can give you my phone number.”

“That’s why I came over.” Lily pulled out her phone and tapped in the number Erin gave her. “I’ll text you the details of our next protest when I know them.”

“I’m between jobs right now, so my availability is good.”

Lily grunted and pocketed her phone. “I won’t keep you from the rest of your Saturday. See you.”

“Yeah, see you,” she said to Lily’s back.

She left the shop feeling deflated and not quite understanding why, whether it was Lily’s dismissive attitude toward her or Lily’s failure to offer her phone number in return. Neither reason made sense to Erin. She would never call Lily, and who cared what the woman thought of her? She was here to find out who was betraying Dad.

Of course. Now she understood the reason for her downer mood. She didn’t have much to report except that she’d made contact and left her number. Now that she’d met Lily, she knew she’d have to build trust with her if she wanted Lily to reveal her informant’s name. Next time she met with them—assuming there was a next time—she’d try to find out if anyone else knew who it was. Sandy was a good candidate and was friendlier and more talkative than Lily.

Erin rounded the nearest corner, and after glancing over her shoulder at least three times, arranged for a cab. One arrived almost instantly.

Ten minutes later, she was walking through the underground garage where she’d parked her car. She pressed a button on her key fob as she approached her black Mercedes sedan. With a sigh of relief, she slid behind the steering wheel and leaned back against the leather seat. This was more like it.

She tuned in to an internet rock station and headed home.

 

* * *

 

By the time Erin was driving up the winding tree-lined road leading to the Hunts’ main house, she was having misgivings about seeing Lily’s group again. They weren’t bad people, and they didn’t have a hope in hell of winning against Dad. Now that she’d had some time away from them and had thought it over, she felt a bit icky about lying to them. At the same time, she didn’t want to let Dad down, and the thought of showing up for work at Hunt and Bishop made her want to puke.

Inside the house, she bounded up the stairs to the second floor, sure she’d find Dad in his home office. She didn’t bother to knock, just walked right in and threw herself into one of the comfortable armchairs.

Dad looked up from his laptop and raised his brows. “So?”

“You don’t have anything to worry about.”

He tapped away at the laptop’s keys for a few seconds, then closed it. “Tell me about it.”

“Not many showed up, for one thing.”

“How many?”

“Counting me? Fourteen.”

“Ha!”

“But it might not be quantity, but quality. Lily Altree is pretty passionate.”

“Passion can only carry one so far. She can yap all she wants. It won’t stop the project from going forward. I’m more interested in who’s leaking information.”

Erin’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t know yet. They’re not going to tell a person they don’t know.”

“Then they should get to know you. I hope you gave them a reason to expect you again.”

“Lily—Altree has my number, the number I’m using for this.”

A smile crept across Dad’s face. “Good. We already have our eyes on two other sites. I don’t want any surprises.”

“Can’t you hack her accounts or something? Whoever it is must have emailed her or talked to her on the phone. You’ve got guys in IT who know how to do black hat stuff.”

“I’d rather you try first before I move on to methods that could land us in hot water. It’s not as if you’re busy.”

Her jaw tightened.

“Plus, having you in with them might turn the tables
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