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Chapter One

​


“Hi there, Ella. Ah, my
son is selling chocolate bars for school. You know, the ones with
nuts or something or other in them. I was wondering....”

Here it
comes, Ella thought. Couldn’t one blasted
day go by without someone trying to squeeze her out of her
dwindling funds? If it wasn’t little Tommy selling chocolate, then
it was a club selling raffle tickets. Or there was an invitation to
a baby shower or a girl’s night out. She was running out of excuses
and catch-me-laters. It was a conspiracy, she just knew
it.

“Sorry, Jim. I only have a
fifty on me right now,” she lied, silently praying he wouldn’t say
he could make change. The look on his face told her that he
couldn’t, and Ella smiled with relief. “Catch me another time,
okay?”

“Ah, sure. Okay.” Jim
picked up his novel and headed toward the exit. Ella congratulated
herself on another successful dodge. Now, if she could only think
of something to say to the bank manager, she would have it
made.

Leaning against the
checkout counter of Caverly’s library, she closed her eyes. It was
close to noon and things should quiet down now that it was
lunchtime. She needed time to think, but answering questions or
helping people look for a certain book every few minutes was
breaking her concentration. Jim had been the last person to check
out, and as long as no one else entered, she might just be able to
come up with an idea. She tried to imagine the perfect words that
would make everything sound as though she had a brilliant plan in
mind.

“Sleeping on the job
again, are you?” Cate asked as she leaned against the counter
beside Ella. “It’s twelve o’clock, time to go for lunch,” she
prodded, as Ella looked at her with a blank stare.

“Oh, Cate.” How could she
forget that it was Friday and she had promised to join her for
lunch? After putting her off so many times already, she was
surprised that her friend hadn’t stopped asking her altogether.
“Rain check, okay?”

“Come on. Sarah can handle
things until we get back.”

“I’m sorry, really, but
I’ve got a ton of errands to run.”

“Can’t you do them after
work?”

“No. I promised Mrs.
MacKenzie I’d pick up Calvin right after five o’clock. I can’t be
late, you know what she’s like.”

Cate sighed dramatically.
“Oh, all right. But next week for sure, okay?”

“I promise,” Ella said
seriously, holding crossed fingers behind her back.

She ate a tuna fish
sandwich while seated behind the wheel of her car ten minutes
later. She had gone through the pretense of running off to do her
errands, but in reality, she had just driven to the edge of town
and pulled over onto a side street. The radio played softly so as
not to disturb her thoughts.

The past week, since she’d
gotten up the courage to call the bank, that had been all she could
think about. To them, it was only an appointment for a small loan.
But to her, it felt like the difference between life and
death.

Two years ago, her husband
and the father of her son, Calvin, had died. She had been surprised
when she’d arrived home after work and found Brian and Ted, two of
Caverly’s police officers, sitting in front of her house. They had
gently told her there’d been an accident and that Joe had been
killed. Just like that, a few words, and her world had changed
forever.

Ella had
taken a leave of absence from her job at the library and stayed
home for nearly six months to be with two-year-old Calvin, and to
try to pull herself together. She had received a small amount of
insurance money when Joe had died, but it hadn’t taken long for it
to disappear. Returning to work had been a necessity. Her financial
situation had become desperate, and she needed the income from her
job. Still, as it was, she
made barely enough money to pay the mortgage,
utilities, and basic necessities for Calvin and herself. Getting by
day to day was a struggle.

A small loan from the bank,
she felt, would temporarily solve some of her money woes. Although,
getting it could prove to be difficult considering she had been
late the past two months on her mortgage payments. Convincing the
bank that she could repay the loan would be the problem, because
they knew she didn’t have Joe’s income to rely on
anymore.

At five o’clock, the time
had come to face the music. The appointment at the bank was at
five-fifteen. Her destination was across town, and she hoped Cate
or Sarah wouldn’t by chance happen to drive by and see her car
sitting at the bank when she’d told them she’d be picking up her
son.

She jumped into her 2002
Neon and waited for what felt like forever for the driver’s window
to slowly slide down, letting the July heat escape. Once again she
regretted her haste in trading in her 2012 Escape, but the extra
five thousand dollars it had given her had come in
handy.

Reaching the bank at
precisely ten after five, Ella rushed inside and grabbed a seat
outside the manager’s office. He was on the telephone, but he had
seen her come in and gestured for her to wait. She felt as though
she were no longer twenty-six, but eight years old, sitting outside
the principal’s office.

“Ella? Come on
in.”

Ella entered the office and
took a seat before Mr. Bentley’s desk. He had her application
sitting before him and he picked it up, appearing to give it
considerable thought. But when he looked up at her and his smile
turned patronizing, Ella knew that she was in trouble. His look
reminded her of her uncle’s before beginning one of his
lectures.

In the end, the meeting
went as she had expected. Mr. Bentley had been sympathetic to her
situation, but he had ultimately denied her request. Her income, he
explained, was not enough to cover her debts. Ella had pointed out
that was the reason why she required the loan, but he argued she
didn’t have any way to repay the money. He had suggested a few
ideas of how to cut costs, and even said that she should perhaps
look into selling her house and renting something smaller. Filled
with despair, Ella feared she might actually break down and beg the
man for the money or start to weep hysterically. Instead, she had
quickly thanked him for his advice and told him she would consider
his suggestions. She’d gathered her purse and made a dash for the
door with as much dignity as possible.

Her babysitter’s house was
located just outside of town, like Ella’s. By the time she reached
it, she had composed herself and even managed to smile kindly at
Mrs. MacKenzie as she made her way up the front walk. The older
woman had seen her drive up and stood waiting at the front door
with Calvin. His little shoes were already on and his backpack hung
from his shoulders. Ella wished she had the courage to ask the
woman her secret. At her own home, it was always a fight every
morning just to get him dressed. She knew Mrs. MacKenzie would
gladly share her great wealth of knowledge. It was just that
whenever she did so, she had a way of making Ella feel totally
inadequate as a mother.

“Hello, my sweet baby,”
Ella said, lifting a struggling Calvin into her arms.

“Not a baby,” he insisted,
as he reluctantly allowed his mother to rain kisses on his
cheeks.

Ella put him down to reach
for the cash from her purse to pay Mrs. MacKenzie for the week.
“How did it go today?” she asked as she counted out fives and tens,
and to her embarrassment, the change she’d scrounged from the
bottom of her purse.

Mrs. Mackenzie’s manners
were too proper to comment on the steadily growing handful of coins
she was receiving. She did, however, lift an eyebrow slightly. “He
was an angel as always, dear.”

Ella thanked her and said
she’d see her on Monday, then loaded Calvin into his car seat. She
made her way through town, driving mechanically as she listened to
her son’s chatter. His little voice was sweet and soothing to her
frayed nerves. Hearing him go on about his adventurous day brought
home to her the importance of his well-being. He was what her life
was all about now.

She
pulled into the driveway of her home, a cozy three-bedroom side
split, painted white with forest green
shutters. As soon as she lifted Calvin down from his seat he ran up
and waited by the front door while she grabbed his backpack. Once
inside, he kicked off his shoes before hurrying off to his bedroom
to play. Ella leaned down to set his shoes onto the
mat.

As she stood by the closet
she could hear the answering machine click on in the living room,
and realized she must have just missed hearing the phone ring. She
strained her ears to listen as the speaker started to leave a
message.

“Hi Ella. It’s Uncle Lionel. I was
wondering if you could do me a favor and take a drive over to the
cottage and open it up for me. I’ve got it rented out for the
summer, and your Aunt Joan and I haven’t had a chance to get up
there yet. Call me back if there’s a problem okay, hon?
Thanks.”

She suddenly felt dismal.
If her aunt and uncle had rented out their cottage then they
weren’t going to spend the summer here themselves. Usually she
could count on having her family show up as soon as the weather
turned warm and the mosquito population thinned out. But it now
appeared she would be on her own this year.

“Mommy, can we eat?”
yelled Calvin from his bedroom.

Ella shook off her desolate
thoughts and headed to the kitchen. “Just give me a few minutes to
whip something up, okay, sweetie?” she called to Calvin. She could
hear him while she opened the cupboards and tried to figure out
what to make for dinner.

“Hurry, Mommy. I
hungry.”

She took her mind off
things after they ate by tidying up the house and throwing in a
load of laundry. She folded what was in the dryer, then washed up a
sink full of dishes by hand because her dishwasher had quit on her
soon after Joe had died. Before she knew it, it was time to give
Calvin a bath. Afterward she read him two stories and tucked him
into bed before collapsing in front of the television to catch some
of the news.

She went to bed around
ten-thirty and lay awake, pondering her dire straits. She hadn’t
called her uncle back because she’d not wanted to hear him tell her
that no one would be up to visit the cottage this summer. Her fear
was that if she heard the actual words she might just break down
and cry. After her meeting at the bank, she had felt rejected
enough for the day. She finally drifted off, falling into a
blissful sleep, dreaming of winning a fortune in the
lottery.

~*~

“Mommy, wake up. Time to
get out of bed.”

Ella groaned as her bed
began to shake, Calvin bouncing excitedly upon it. She reached out
and pulled him down into her arms for a hug. “Morning, sweetie
pie.”

He giggled at the silly
name she called him as he cuddled up beside her. “I’m not a pie,
Mommy. I’m a boy.”

“Yes, you are. You’re a
big boy, aren’t you?”

“Yes, me am
big.”

“I am big,” Ella
corrected.

“Me too,” Calvin laughed,
then struggled out of her embrace. He reached out to pull her hand
from the side of the bed where he now stood. “Come on, Mommy. Time
to get up.”

Ella groaned. It couldn’t
possibly be seven o’clock already. She turned her head to peer at
the alarm clock and groaned again. It was seven. She felt as though
she’d just fallen asleep. Dragging herself out of bed, she dressed
and went into the kitchen, where Calvin had already seated himself
at the table.

“I hungry,
Mommy.”

“What would you like to
eat this morning, my sweet?”

“Yes. Sweets.”

“No. How about some
cereal?” she asked, reaching into the cupboard.

“Don’t want cereal. Want
French toast.”

Ella sighed. “Sorry babe.
We don’t have any eggs left.”

“French toast,” Calvin
insisted, glaring at the bowl she placed in front of
him.

“Come on, now. If you eat
up your cereal like a big boy, I’ll buy you some cookies at the
grocery store, okay?”

“Okay,” he yelled, excited
about the treat.

Calvin ate his cereal while
Ella sipped coffee and forced down a piece of toast. Her stomach
felt clenched in fright this morning, and she knew she was worried
about not getting the loan.

She made a mental note to
head over to her uncle’s cottage after she’d finished with
groceries. She put her forlorn thoughts aside about not seeing her
family. Instead, she decided, she would call her aunt and ask if
perhaps her cousins could come and stay at her house for a
visit.

Ella lifted Calvin down
from his car seat after finding a parking spot at the grocery
store. She hated shopping, especially when she knew how things
would go once they got inside the store. Calvin would ask for
something and she would have to deny him, and the tantrums would
begin. It was the reason she shopped as early as possible.
Foregoing the extra hour of sleep she could get on a Saturday
morning, as few people as possible would have to witness her son’s
hysterics. She wished she could buy him the things he asked for,
because they weren’t extravagant demands. Something as simple as a
box of cereal with a toy in it was his customary request.
Unfortunately, it was usually too expensive, unless by some miracle
it was on sale.

Sure enough, it was as she
feared. Creeping slowly down the cereal aisle with Calvin walking
beside her, there wasn’t a sale in sight. They made a once over
sweep of the aisle, her scanning all of the prices, Calvin checking
out all of the prizes. As she swung the cart back around to take
another look, Calvin saw something he liked.

“I want this one,” he
exclaimed, grabbing onto the box and holding it tight against his
chest.

Ella checked the price and
noted with dismay that he’d grabbed the most expensive box of
cereal on the shelf. She looked at her son’s face, taking in the
tight grim line of his mouth as he prepared to do battle.
Thankfully, no one else was yet in the aisle to witness her
embarrassment as she leaned down and spoke softly to him.
“Sweetheart, remember the talk we had about cereal last
week?”

“I don’t
care if it’s too ’spensive, Mommy. I have to have this one. Look, it has
a watch inside, and I’m a big boy so I need one. You said I was
big, ‘member?”

“Yes, you are big. Big
enough to not cry and yell in the store, right?”

“But you said I could have
a treat if I ate my cereal this morning.”

“I said that I would get
you some cookies.”

“Don’t want cookies. Want
cereal with a watch in it!”

Calvin had yelled the last
few words, and Ella knew that look on his face all too well. He was
about to lose control. Thank God she had chosen this aisle second
to last—she was almost finished with her shopping. She tried to
gently pry the box from his hands, but he refused to relinquish his
hold. To her embarrassment, they wound up in a tug-a-war. She bent
down in a crouch as she tugged.

Calvin’s expression changed
suddenly. He no longer looked at her—his sights were now focused on
something behind her. He abruptly let go of the box and Ella, who
had still been pulling, fell over backward onto the floor. She had
spun around as she fell and now, to her supreme embarrassment,
realized they were no longer alone in the aisle. Before her eyes
were a large pair of men’s shoes, and she feared in that instant
the manager of the store had come to throw them out.

She lay sprawled there,
frozen with shame over the way she must look to this man. She
wondered if he had seen her engaged in a tug-a-war with her child,
and she could just imagine what he must be thinking. His hand came
into view, reaching down to aid her in rising. She tentatively
placed her hand in his and allowed him to raise her to her feet.
Once she stood before him she slowly lifted her gaze to his face.
Instead of the censure she expected, she saw a slight smile and a
gleam in his eye. It wasn’t the store manager, but a stranger she
had never seen before in this small town.

“Are you all right?” he
asked.

Ella was mesmerized by the
kind look on his handsome face. “Ah, yes. Thank you.”

“Good,” he replied, his
mouth breaking into a large grin. “I see you won.”

“I won?” she asked,
confused. Then she followed his gaze to the floor and noted the box
of cereal at her feet. She immediately turned a bright shade of
red.

Calvin came up beside her
at that moment. He reached down and picked up the cereal to put it
back on the shelf. “Sorry, Mommy,” he said. He looked up at the
man, who loomed like a giant before him. “Why are you so big?” he
asked.

“Calvin,” she scolded.
“It’s impolite to ask questions like that.”

“Well, he is
big.”

And indeed he was, Ella
noted. Big and broad. He was built like a football player or a
fireman. Though he was dressed neatly in black jeans and a
short-sleeved blue shirt, she couldn’t help but notice the way his
muscles bulged through his clothes. He must be well over six feet
tall, she surmised, considering he towered over her own
five-and-a-half-foot frame. In contrast with his overbearing size,
his face was gentle, and so was his hand when he had helped her to
her feet. His hair was a lighter brown than her own, and she
guessed if he untied it from the ponytail he sported, it might be
as long as hers, which just brushed against her shoulders. His eyes
were the deepest blue she had ever seen, making her brown ones seem
plain. When she realized she was staring, she quickly turned her
face downward to look at Calvin. The man remained before her, and
she suddenly felt slightly uncomfortable.

“I’ll let you get back to
your shopping,” he said, breaking the silence.

He stepped away from her
and made his way around Calvin and their shopping cart. Ella
watched him walk down the length of the aisle, wanting to say
something to him but not knowing what. Soon he disappeared, and she
distractedly grabbed a box of puffed wheat from the shelf and
tossed it into the cart. Calvin didn’t utter a word of
protest.

She let him pick out a
small box of inexpensive cookies, then they checked out and she
guided the cart towards her car. After buckling Calvin into his car
seat, she opened the trunk and began to load the groceries inside.
It must have been fate, for the next thing she knew, the stranger
from the grocery store walked up to the car beside hers. He gave
her a slight nod as he unlocked the trunk of his black sports car
and went to put his own bags of groceries within. She couldn’t help
but peer over at him. He didn’t say anything to her, nor did he
look her way again—that was, until one of her bags broke and a
bunch of tin cans fell to the ground and began to roll in every
direction.

“Oh no,” she exclaimed,
making a scramble to grab them. She knelt on the ground and reached
far underneath her car for a still rolling can of tuna. As she
climbed to her feet she noticed the man had captured some of the
wayward cans. He stood before her, wearing that large grin on his
face again. When he passed them over to her she mumbled an awkward
“Thanks” as she took them from his hands.

It figured, she thought
with dismay, if she was going to make a complete fool out of
herself, it had to be in front of one of the cutest guys she’d ever
seen.

“I’ll take that back for
you,” he offered, gesturing toward the cart.

“Thank you, that’d be
great,” Ella replied. She watched him walk away with her cart as
she slammed down the trunk and climbed inside the car. She drove
past him as she went to pull out of the lot and gave him a brief
wave. He smiled and waved in return.

At home, she carried in the
groceries and put them on the kitchen floor. Calvin reached inside
the bags and began pulling out the items and stacking them on the
counter. Ella went outside to retrieve the loose cans, and as she
came back inside she heard Calvin squeal in delight.

“Thank you, Mommy! Thank
you!” he yelled, as he barreled toward her and grabbed her around
the legs in a bear hug.

“What’s that for?” she
asked, smiling down at him, trying to keep the cans from slipping
from her grasp. Calvin finally let go and ran back into the
kitchen. Ella entered just in time to see him rip open the top of
the box of cereal they had argued over. She was shocked and
searched her memory for how it could have gotten into one of her
bags. And then she remembered. The man at the store. He had seen
them tugging it back and forth, and he must have bought it for
Calvin. When she had leaned down for the can under her car, he must
have slipped it into one of the bags in her trunk. But why would he
do it? she wondered as she watched Calvin pull out the watch and
shake it triumphantly in the air.

Ella
didn’t let on to Calvin that it had been the man at the store who
had bought him the cereal. She let him believe it was her. She
assured herself it was the right thing to do, because time and
again she had told him not to accept anything from a stranger.
Never mind that she was breaking her own rule. It was also too
embarrassing to admit, even to her son, that the man had
probably felt sorry for
them. No doubt the reason he had done what he
did.

She quickly put away the groceries and
then buckled Calvin into the car to make the drive out to the
cottage. Every few minutes he would relay to Ella what the numbers
on his watch read. She could hear the pride in his voice, as he
believed he was actually telling the time, his excitement evident
in his newly discovered talent.

Uncle Lionel had not said
in his message what day the renters would be arriving to take
possession of the cottage. He’d only said that it was rented for
the summer. Perhaps they would be here on Monday, she thought. It
wouldn’t give her much time to tidy up. She might have to spend the
rest of her weekend doing a spring cleaning.

“Almost there, Mommy,”
Calvin declared, peering intently at his watch.

They had turned off the
roadway out of town and onto a dirt road that would lead to the
lake. About two dozen cottages were nestled around the water’s
edge. The lake was named Loon, which suited it perfectly seeing as
how several pairs of loons had taken up residence there.

A few minutes later, after
following the many twists and turns in the road, they pulled up in
front of her uncle’s cottage.

“We’re here, Mommy. Just
in time,” Calvin stated, tapping a finger to his watch.

Ella lifted him out of the
car seat and wondered how long his preoccupation with that watch of
his would last. She watched him rush around to the front of the
cottage, which faced the lake, as soon as his feet hit the ground.
He loved to climb up the stairs of the big deck and look out toward
the water.

Ella went into the cottage
through the back door and then walked across the living room to
open the other door for Calvin. Then she went into the bedroom that
had the electrical panel in it and pushed up the power bar,
bringing electricity into the cottage. She surveyed the living room
after pulling open the curtains that covered the windows, and then
made her way around through the kitchen and each of the four
bedrooms to open those curtains as well. The cottage was dusty but
otherwise quite tidy. It just needed a bit of airing out, she
decided, as she went about sliding open a few windows.

After completing the
tedious task of climbing underneath the cottage and priming the
pump, she went inside to turn off all of the faucets, which were
now gushing water. She leaned under the kitchen sink and grabbed a
cloth for dusting and began walking around wiping surfaces. Calvin
had come inside and dragged a child-sized lawn chair from one of
the bedrooms out onto the deck. Ella wished she could join him
outside instead of being stuck dusting on such a beautiful day. She
worked quickly though, and soon was outside on the deck shaking
away the inevitable mouse droppings from the blankets in the linen
closet.

She gazed toward the lake
and could see the sparkle of the sun as it reflected off the
water’s surface. The ever-present loons were splashing about and
calling out to one another. It was too bad, she reflected, that the
place was rented out. She wouldn’t have minded spending a couple of
days here with Calvin. Her own house was peaceful like this, but
the view wasn’t the same. The lake seemed to lend an air of
tranquility.

Ella didn’t see why they
couldn’t spend a little time relaxing on the deck, however, or
perhaps they could go out in the paddleboat for a while. Calvin was
always enthusiastic about peddling the boat with his little feet.
The canoe her uncle owned was also fun to use, but it proved to be
much more work for her considering that Calvin was still trying to
get used to using a paddle. She remembered how she and Joe used to
take Calvin out for hours in the boats. They had explored the other
side of the lake, hiking far into the woods with a picnic lunch.
Ella felt a sudden wave of nostalgia wash over her. Maybe it wasn’t
such a good idea after all, she sighed.


Chapter Two

​


“Mommy, what-cha
thinkin’?” Calvin asked.

Ella shook from her reverie
and pasted a large, if somewhat phony, smile on her face. “I’m
thinking it would be nice if we went out for a ride in the paddle
boat.”

Her suggestion brought an immediate
whoop of joy from Calvin. He jumped to his feet and rushed past her
to throw open the screen door.

“I’ll get the life
jackets!” he hollered as he ran inside.

She leaned on the railing of the deck
while she waited for Calvin to return. Leaving the cottage windows
open for a while would give it time to air out, and it was a
beautiful day for a boat ride, she assured herself, putting her
doubts aside.

“Can’t find the jackets,
Mommy,” Calvin yelled through the open window.

“I’ll help
you.”

Once inside, she headed
down the hallway to the last bedroom and searched through the
closet where the jackets were usually stored. Calvin sat at the end
of the bed and informed her he had already looked in there.
Reaching up to move aside an air mattress, she suddenly froze as
she heard the back door of the cottage open. She’d closed it after
she entered, and knew it was that door because it gave a loud
squeak when opened.

She turned to Calvin and
put her finger against her lips in a gesture to keep him silent.
The room they were in had a single bed in it and also a bunk bed.
She lifted Calvin from the single bed, and with some effort heaved
him up over her head onto the top of the bunk-bed.

“Lie down against the wall
and don’t move,” she whispered sternly, letting him know she would
take no nonsense from him. Calvin must have sensed the seriousness
of the situation and did as she asked.

Seeing that her son was
hidden from sight, Ella walked toward the door of the bedroom and
stepped into the hallway, silently pulling the door shut behind
her. It was probably just one of the neighbors from the lake, she
told herself as she began creeping toward the other end of the
cottage, but she would take no chances when it came to her son’s
safety.

Approaching the end of the
hall, Ella stopped and pressed herself against the wall. She took a
deep breath before chancing a peek around the corner toward the
kitchen and the back door. To her dismay, there stood a large
hulking form of a man. He had his back to her as he placed
something in his hands onto the kitchen table. After releasing his
burden, he turned and walked to the door and then, to her relief,
stepped outside.

As soon as he left, she ran
back down the hallway and threw open the bedroom door. She lifted
her hands up to Calvin, and when he dove into her arms she wasted
no time rushing toward the
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