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      On Valentine’s Day, seven-year-old Mikey Madsen finally fell in love. Not with anybody in his class. Not even with Bobby Bryson. But with someone altogether unexpected.

      It all began in a fluster.

      Ms. Clement scurried down the school corridor toward the principal’s office, her nose twitching in irritation as though a mosquito had just flown up her nostril. Her heels clickety-clicked with an urgency that the small school had not seen since the day the pet canary in Mrs. Granger’s first-grade class had escaped from its cage and began nesting in little Lucy Kincade’s already messy hair. Yes, from the clip in Ms. Clement’s step and the invisible mosquito up her nose, something terribly fluster-worthy had just happened at Elk’s Ridge Elementary.

      “Mr. Busby! Mr. Busby!”

      The door to the principal’s office flew open and Ms. Clement leaned dramatically on the door handle, as though it were the only thing propping her up.

      Mr. Busby stood, alarmed. “Lord above, Ms. Clement. Are you alright?”

      “I most certainly am not,” the agitated woman announced, shaking her head and waving something in the air.

      With all the flapping Mr. Busby wasn’t entirely sure what Ms. Clement was holding, until she finally stopped waving the object and added, “This…is not alright!”

      With several more clickety-clicks she approached Mr. Busby’s desk and slammed down what appeared to be⁠—

      “A Valentine’s Day card?” Mr. Busby was confused, looking down at the red heart-shaped card that had obviously been made by one of Ms. Clement’s second-graders. “It’s Valentine’s Day, Ms. Clement. What on earth is wrong with a Valentine’s Day card on Valentine’s Day?”

      “It’s not the card that’s wrong… although Mikey Madsen’s scissor-work around the heart could certainly do with some trimming. It’s the name on the card that’s wrong!”

      She took the liberty of opening the little heart.

      That’s when Mr. Busby’s eyebrows went from being simply bushy…to gravity defying.
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      Just after two in the afternoon, the pump on the rickety old washing machine broke and flooded the basement. Thankfully the young handyman who had been working on repairs to the roof of the dilapidated house came to Kate Madsen’s rescue.

      Not that Kate Madsen was any sort of damsel in distress. As a single mom, she had been fixing leaky pipes, changing flat tires and rescuing burnt dinners for five years now. To the day. But some days—and on Valentine’s Day especially—it was always that little bit harder to bear the brunt of a burst pump and a basement filling up with water. So when the handsome young handyman came to wrangle the gushing pump from Kate in her drenched shirt and jeans, she thanked him and watched gratefully as he shut off the water at the pipe with his wrench.

      Soaked and sapped of all dignity, Kate jokingly asked, “Say, what are you doing for Valentine’s Day? Looking for a hot date?” She followed it up with a forced laugh, which naturally made the situation even more awkward.

      “Thanks,” the young man said graciously. “But I’ve already got one.”

      “Of course you do,” Kate nodded. “I was just… I’m not very good at being funny.”

      “Sure you are,” the young man said unconvincingly before quickly changing the subject. “By the way, I’ve almost finished work on that last leak in the roof. After that, I thought I’d try fixing the ladder to the old tree house out in back.”

      “Oh no, please don’t worry about that, I’ll just pay you for the roof if that’s all right.”

      “No, it’s okay, I wanna do the ladder free of charge. I used to have a tree house like that when I was a kid. I think your son’ll love it.”

      “Thanks,” Kate smiled. “Mikey does love his own space. And it’s not easy being the new kid at school since we moved back to town. Being raised by a single mom. In the cheapest house we could afford.”

      “It’s a nice place,” the handyman assured her. “Some things just need a little more love than others.”

      With that he returned to his work while Kate mopped up the basement floor. The mop swished back and forth and for one self-pity-filled moment she felt like it was all she’d done for the past five years.

      Mop up the tears.

      Mop away the past.

      Mop away the grief.

      Suddenly she was angry again. She hadn’t been angry for so long. It had been the second emotion to hit her that Valentine’s Day five years ago, after the shock had subsided. Yes, after the news had finally sunk in on that terrible day, Kate was angry.

      Furious.

      The man she had married, the man she loved so much, had left her.

      Abandoned both her and Mikey.

      He had simply walked out the door that morning and promised to return home from work with flowers.

      And she never saw him again.

      But the truth was, he hadn’t simply walked out the door that day—he had walked out the door with his briefcase in one hand and newspaper in the other, got into his car, and ten minutes later was killed instantly by a truck that had run a red light.

      Standing in the basement now, angry tears ran down Kate’s face once more.

      And she mopped them away with the palm of her hand.
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      On this Valentine’s Day, Mikey made it as far as a block from school before he was shoved in the back so hard there was no stopping the fall. Mikey was extremely small for his age, and certainly no match for the bullies who liked to push him, punch him, kick him and even dunk his head in the smelly old toilets at school.

      He hit the ground now with a grunt and a mysterious crack, grazing both elbows and knees before rolling over to see Freddy Finkler standing over him, blocking out the sun, flanked by his two henchmen, Eddie Donovan and ‘Mutt’ Malone.

      “What did you write?” Freddy demanded before putting a boot into Mikey’s side.

      Mikey grunted again and wheezed, “I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “On your stupid Valentine’s Day card. We all saw old cow Clement freak out when she saw it. So what the hell did you write on it?”

      “None of your business!”

      Freddy lunged for Mikey, reaching for his jacket in order to yank him to his feet, but before he could catch his prey, the much smaller boy, who was more nimble, managed to spring to his feet and break into a sprint.

      From behind Mikey heard a cry he’d heard many times in his short time in Elk’s Ridge. “Get him!”

      But what Mikey lacked in size and brawn, he more than made up for in speed. As the little boy’s survival instinct and skinny legs carried him across the street, through the old Sturgess property and over the bridge spanning Calder’s Creek, Freddy and his goons gradually fell far behind until eventually they were gone from sight.

      Panting hard, Mikey leaned against the nearest tree and pulled his asthma inhaler from his jacket pocket.

      The casing had broken.

      So that was the crack!

      He tried to calm himself down and catch his breath without the use of his inhaler. It took some concentrating. He closed his eyes. And suddenly, in the darkness behind his eyelids, he saw a face.

      A handsome face.

      The face of Bobby Bryson.

      Slowly his fears and panic and breathlessness melted away.

      Mikey felt a smile spread across his face, and for some random reason he decided⁠—

      “A cupcake. I’m going to make a Valentine’s Day cupcake for Bobby Bryson.”
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