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There were exactly three renters at the lodge that week, and Annie Taylor knew before opening the door which one had dragged her from her bed before six that morning. She pushed her feet into a pair of old winter boots kept just inside the back door, pulled her housecoat tighter over her nightgown, and opened the door to a rush of December cold.  

“Good morning Mr. Gibson. What is it this time?” she asked, gasping at the bite in the air.  

“The space heater isn’t working,” Mr. Gibson said, kicking one foot against the other. 

It was the third day in a row Mrs. Gibson had sent her husband up to the house with a complaint. Annie had offered them one of her all-season cottages at a heavily discounted winter rate, but the Gibson’s couldn’t afford it. They’d opted for a one-room fishing cabin instead, which had baseboard heating, but apparently wasn’t good enough for Mrs. Gibson.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I would have fixed it or brought you another one.” She might have argued that the baseboard heating in the cabin should have been enough to warm the single room, but she let that go. It would have fallen on deaf ears, anyway. 

“We didn’t notice it until we got up this morning and saw ice on the inside of the windows.” He glanced toward Cabin One, where his wife huddled on the front porch, no doubt expecting his successful return.  

“So, you weren’t cold during the night. Only when you got up this morning?” Annie shoved her hands under her armpits and tapped her feet to keep them from freezing. 

“Well, yeah, I guess. We had loads of blankets on, but that isn’t the point. The heater isn’t working. Didn’t you say each cabin had working heaters? My wife thinks we should have a refund.” 

The third day, the third complaint and always the same request—he wanted his money back. She hadn’t given him a refund for the first two days, so what made him think she was going to do it today? 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Gibson. That’s not possible.”

“Not a full refund. Just for one night. On account of it was so cold.”

“You just said you weren’t cold.”

“But the heater wasn’t working.”

“But you didn’t notice it until this morning.”

Mr. Gibson slapped his gloved hands together and looked at her with a stare so icy it could rival the temperature. He sent a non-committal shrug toward his wife, then looked back at Annie. “So, do we get a refund?”

Annie sighed. “No. But I will provide you with a working heater for the rest of your stay. As soon as my dad is up, he’ll look at it. Will that do?”

“No refund, eh?” His gaze drifted toward his wife again and he shook his head. Mrs. Gibson sent a disgruntled huff into the morning air, then went inside, slamming the cabin door hard so it echoed off the lake like the crack of a whip.  

Annie shook her head of auburn curls and gazed at Mr. Gibson through discerning eyes. It wasn’t his fault his wife was a miserable so-and-so. “What about breakfast on me? Will that help?”

Mr. Gibson shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose. We passed that place in town, that’s advertised in your brochure. The wife was kinda counting on eating there.”

So that was it. He needed the money for breakfast. A twinge of sympathy pinched at Annie’s generous nature as she stared into the worn face, looking back at her, waiting, hoping. “You mean Around the Corner Diner? Let me call Brent and set it up.”

Mr. Gibson looked down at his boots, then sent a glance toward his cabin, as if unsure that was going to satisfy his wife.

“Well?” Annie said, just as eager to get out of the cold as Mrs. Gibson had been when she slammed the door a minute ago. In a sudden, unexpected burst of authority, Mr. Gibson shook a finger at her. 

“Alright. But I want the heater repaired or replaced by the time we get back.”

“Not a problem. Good morning Mr. Gibson. I hope you have a pleasant day.”

As she reached for the door handle, Annie had another thought. What if she was in his shoes? What if her children were hungry, and that cold, and they were homeless? She turned back, just as he reached the bottom step.

“You know. The local theater group is rehearsing for the Christmas pageant at the church today. They’ll be serving hot soup and sandwiches at lunchtime and it’s all free, because it’s a dress rehearsal.”

He gave a slight nod before making his way toward the cabin, his shoulders stooped, his steps measured like those of a troubled man. Annie knew something about these worries, too. The pile of notices from the bank she’d shoved into her desk drawer had been weighing on her for days. Her shrinking bank account and the cupboards that were nearly as sparse as Old Mother Hubbard’s were also a problem. She wasn’t begging yet, but if she didn’t find some answers soon, she might be the one knocking on someone’s door begging for a refund or a handout.

“Trouble in Paradise?” her father asked when she went inside to start the coffee. 

Sam Taylor had come to live with Annie and the kids after her mother died. It was an excellent arrangement. He helped around the lodge and she and the kids were company for him. Violet, her mother, had been a nurse devoted to caring for the sick. It seemed madly ironic that someone who took care of others would have been so ill herself. Cancer was a horrible thing and her death had touched them all, but mostly it had left Annie’s father without the woman he’d always said was his soulmate. 

It bothered Annie that her father had been disturbed by Mr. Gibson’s insistent pounding at the back door, but there was little she could have done about it. Sam’s bedroom was on the main floor of the house, and not far enough away from the door to sleep undisturbed, especially by an angry renter. She told him about the faulty heater and the previous two days’ complaints. 

“I hate to see people struggling, but I can’t let them stay here for free. As it is, I’m paying for their breakfast at the diner. Four breakfasts! What was I thinking? I should have just refunded him the money for a night’s stay.” 

Sam sipped his coffee, eyeing her as she started getting their breakfast together. “You know Brent won’t charge you full price,” her father said.

“I know. But it’s still cash I just don’t have.”      

“I could help you out. If you need some money.”

“No Dad. Your pension is all you have, and you already do so much around here.” He looked about to protest, so Annie rested her hand on his shoulder. “If I’m desperate, okay?”

“Okay. I’ll go look at that heater while you get the kids organized. Speak of the angels, here they come.” He turned as Ali raced into the room to give him a hug, 

“Morning Grandpa!” she cried, clinging to his neck. 

“Morning little Sweet Pea.” When Ali unwrapped herself from him, he nudged Noah’s shoulder. “Cat got your tongue this morning?”

Noah grunted and slid into his chair. 

“Guess so.” Sam laughed, then gave Annie a whiskery kiss on the cheek, which made her squirm and put her hand up to rub his jaw. “I’ll shave later,” he promised with a laugh. “After I check the Gibson’s heater.”                 

When he’d left, Annie used the last of her flour, sugar, and eggs, to make pancakes for their breakfast and when they were ready, she slid two short stacks, slathered in maple syrup, across the kitchen table to her son and daughter. Six-year-old Ali eyed them suspiciously, her arms crossed over her chest and a deep frown creasing her forehead.

“I wanted waffles with whipped cream and strawberries,” she said, pushing her plate away.

Annie tucked a strand of auburn hair back into her messy bun and sighed. “I’m sorry, Pumpkin, but we don’t have any strawberries, and I used the last of the flour.” She pointed to the clock. “Even if I had some, there wouldn’t be time. You’ve got twenty minutes to eat, get your stuff together and be at the end of the driveway for the bus.”

Noah, who had a voracious appetite, eyed Ali’s plate as he dove into his own stack of pancakes. “I’ll have Ali’s,” he said, wiping syrup from his mouth, across his sleeve.

“Oh, Noah!” Annie cried. “Now you’ll have to change your shirt.”

“It’s just a little syrup, Mum. Chill.”

Annie sent him a disapproving frown, then nudged Ali’s plate a little closer to her daughter. Ali stabbed at her pancakes, idly swirling her fork in the syrup, while Annie poured herself a cup of coffee. When she returned to the table, Ali’s pancakes were still untouched.

“If you’re not going to eat them, don’t mess around. How about a banana or an apple?” Ali’s face lit up, and she nodded. “Fine, I’ll peel and slice an apple for you while you put your lunch and library book in your backpack.” Better than no breakfast at all, Annie thought as she got out the peeler.

Ali slid off her chair to get her backpack organized. “But can we have waffles tomorrow? It’s Saturday. We can sleep in, so we won’t have to hurry so much.” 

“That’s true, but I’d still need time today to get groceries, and we have three families checking out in the morning,” Annie said.

Noah groaned. “What about my hockey game?”

“I can take you.” Sam came back into the kitchen then and settled into his place at the head of the table. He reached out to Ali, who was struggling with her backpack. “Bring that here, Sweet Pea, and let me help you.”

“Thanks Grandpa.” Ali sidled up close to Sam and opened her backpack wide so he could drop her library book and lunch into it.  

“There, all done.” Sam patted Ali’s back and pulled her close for a hug before she scampered away to find Frank, her beloved teddy bear, to put in her backpack, too.

“Don’t know what I’d do without you.” Annie set a second cup of hot steaming coffee and a plate of pancakes in front of him. Then she slid Ali’s apple slices into a plastic bag so Ali could nibble them on the bus, and she whisked Noah’s empty plate into the sink and sent him upstairs for a clean shirt. 

“Come on Noah. Let’s go,” Annie called over her shoulder, as she shoved her arms into her winter coat. “You’re going to miss the bus.”

“I’m coming.” Noah swooped down the stairs and scooped up his backpack in a smooth Spiderman kind of move. Then he pushed his feet into his boots, pulled the hood of his coat over his head without putting his arms into the sleeves, and headed out the door. At the bottom of the porch steps, he flew past Ali, making fresh tracks in the new snow that had fallen overnight as he hurried up the drive. 

Annie followed him out the door and found Ali about to drop into the snow to make a snow angel. “When you get home, sweetheart,” Annie said, urging her daughter toward the bus stop.

“But if I make one now, it means an angel will watch over you and Grandpa all day.”

“I’m sure the angels already have a close eye on Grandpa. Don’t you worry about him.” Annie reached out to take hold of Ali’s hand. “Come on. Let’s run the rest of the way and see if we can beat Noah.”

Ali giggled and raced past Annie to catch up with her brother. “I hear Ted,” she called out, and sure enough, in the distance, they heard the whine of the engine and saw the yellow roof of the bus cresting the hill.

The door swung open as Ted pulled up and stopped. “Morning Annie, Noah, Aline.” Ted was the only one who could use Ali’s full name without getting a wince from her. Annie kissed her children on the forehead as they pushed past her up the steps and inside the bus.

“Morning Ted,” Annie shouted over the din from the children already inside. 

Ted had been driving the school bus since he retired from the mill; the same year Noah started Junior Kindergarten. All the kids called him Turtle Ted, because Ted loved turtles and had them all over his bus. Plush toys, stickers, water bottles with turtles, ninja turtles from the cartoons, pictures he’d taken of turtles. Ted had no children of his own, which always seemed a shame to Annie, since he loved the kids who rode his bus. When Ted learned Noah wanted to be a stand-up comic, he started telling him a new joke every day. Noah wrote them in a notebook and when he got home, he always told Annie the joke of the day, and Annie always laughed, even if it wasn’t that funny.

“How’s it going, Annie?” Ted called back while the kids found seats. “Are you booked up for Christmas?”

She shook her head. “No. But I always hope for a miracle.”

“There’s one just around the corner. I’m sure of it.” Ted reached for the handle to close the door and gave her a reassuring nod. “Everyone sitting down?” He glanced up at his mirror as he pulled the door closed. 

When Annie backed away from the bus, she found Ali’s face pressed to the window a few rows back and blew her a kiss. Then, with a roar of the engine and a puffing cloud of diesel fuel, they were on their way. 

Annie headed back to the house, pulling the flaps of her jacket tighter against the cold while scrolling for the diner’s phone number.

“I’ll come in later and pay for it,” she said when Brent, the owner, answered and she told him what she wanted. It wasn’t the first time she’d sent customers to him for breakfast, and it wasn’t the first time she’d sprung for their food. “Just make sure they don’t order the most expensive thing on the menu, please.”

“Four specials,” Brent said. “Two eggs, three slices of bacon, toast and hash browns.” Brent had sighed into the phone. “You know Annie, I could...”

She knew what he was going to say, but she stopped him there. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d offered her a job at the diner, but Annie strongly suspected Brent wanted more than just a waitress. Besides, working there would mean having to hire someone to run things here because her father couldn’t manage on his own, even in the slower winter months. Working somewhere else and paying someone to work here made no sense. 

“Gotta go, Brent. Thanks again.”

In the kitchen, she poured herself another cup of coffee and warmed up Ali’s mostly untouched pancakes in the microwave for herself. Wasting food was not in Annie Taylor’s vocabulary, and all this early morning confusion had left her famished.

“Heater’s fine,” her father said, when she sat down at the table.  

“What was wrong with it?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

Sam added milk and a generous teaspoon of sugar to a fresh cup of coffee and stirred. “He hadn’t even turned the damn thing on.”

“You’re kidding.” Annie rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “You mean I dished out for free breakfasts for nothing?”

“Looks like it.” He reached out to pat her hand. “But you know, Karma has a way of fixing things. It’ll come back to you.”

She let out an exhaustive sigh and set her fork down as they heard a vehicle coming down the drive. Sam stood to look out the kitchen window.

“Speaking of Karma, that’s Luke’s truck pulling in.”

Luke McCann was their occasional handyman, who Annie had hired a couple of years ago, when she and her father couldn’t keep up. The problem was, Luke had more than just repairs and maintenance in mind once he’d gotten to know Annie’s marital situation. Admittedly, she hadn’t discouraged him most of the time, but lately he’d wanted more than Annie was willing to give. His most recent marriage proposal had set their relationship and Annie’s teeth on edge. She liked his company, but she didn’t feel that way about him and he wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“Will you speak to him, Dad? He’s going to want his pay and I haven’t got it.”

“Annie. You’ve got to work something out with him. You can’t keep stalling.”

“I know, but you know what it’s been like. One decent season wasn’t enough to turn things around after the covid fiasco and now it’s winter.”

“Then let him go. I can manage without him.”

“You can’t. There’s too much to do. Besides, he’s got a daughter to support and an ex-wife who wants alimony.”

Sam threw his hands in the air. “But you can’t pay him, so how is keeping him on helping?”

Annie’s face scrunched into a grimace. “Point taken. But just for today, could you talk to him?”

“No! This is something you have to do. I’m going to shave.” He left the room, taking his coffee with him, while outside, Luke’s pickup truck was pulling up to a stop. The door slammed shut.

“Fine,” Annie called down the hall, loud enough for her father to hear her. But when she slipped her coat over her shoulders and pushed her feet into her boots, it was herself she was blaming. It wasn’t her father’s fault. It had been a blessing having him live with them, helping with the kids and with the lodge. The man was a saint!

No, this was not her father’s fault. It was hers for letting this thing with Luke go on for too long. Maybe it was a bit Luke’s too, for sticking around, even though she’d made her feelings clear months ago. But she owed him money, and that was something she would have to deal with. That, and this morning’s trio of, a harsh bank manager’s foreclosure letters, a disappointed daughter’s demands for strawberry waffles, and an angry customer’s petitions for free meals. 

Annie wanted to be grateful for what she had and not dwell on what troubled her, but it was hard to ignore the worries sometimes or the fact that everyone seemed to want something from her. She felt pulled in a hundred different directions, and each tug seemed to exhaust her more than the last.

“Just once,” Annie whispered to the ceiling. “I’d like to hear someone say, Let me take care of you, Annie.” 
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To call Annie’s Lodge a resort was extravagant for what the place really was—a dozen cozy, winterized cottages on one side of her century-old farmhouse, and an equal number of rustic fishing cabins on the other. There was also the main lodge that consisted of a huge room with an enormous stone fireplace and cozy couches for gatherings around it, a second, smaller meeting-type room, and a fully equipped kitchen. Acres of woods surrounded them on all sides except for the north, where the boundary of her property met the shores of the beautiful and breathtaking waters of Ril Lake. 

Buying a place in the Muskoka Region of Northern Ontario had really been her late husband’s dream, but when they found this place, Annie had instantly fallen in love with it and his dream, too. It wasn’t long before Noah was born, followed by Ali a year later, and their lives seemed complete. But then they’d received the terrible news of her mother’s illness and not long after she’d succumbed to cancer. As if that weren’t enough the following winter, an accident took Annie’s husband’s life. 

Some people said she should remarry, that her children needed a father figure in their lives, but they didn’t seem to understand that no one could replace the love of a soulmate. Felicity Pierce and Annie’s father were the only ones who hadn’t encouraged her to find someone. Perhaps because her father had lost his own soulmate, and, after a difficult first marriage, Felicity had finally found hers. 

Annie didn’t know about getting married again, but she knew it wouldn’t be to Luke, despite his persistence. He had that look now, as he came towards her and Annie dragged her feet down the back stairs. 

“Hey,” she said, casting her eye out over the frozen lake to the shadowy tree line on the opposite shore.

“Hey,” he said back, reaching out to caress her hand. 

She ignored the playful smile on his face and nodded toward his truck. “What’s in the back?”

“Just a few things for the kids for Christmas. I was hoping you could hide them in the attic.”

Annie’s heart sank right to the bottom of her chest, knowing he would have put these gifts on his credit card, expecting his pay. “You shouldn’t have done that, Luke,” she said, following him down the steps to his truck. He pulled back the cover to reveal a box of brightly wrapped gifts, trimmed with bows, ribbon and nametags.  

“It’s just a couple of things. Where can I put them?”

“Luke. I...” Her heart ached for the kindness in this man. He cared about her kids, and he could fix just about anything that needed repairing around the place, but Luke couldn’t fix her and she could not return his love, not in the way he’d like her to. 

“What’s up, Annie? You’ve got that look again.”

“What look? I don’t have a look.” She let her eyes wander out over the lake, avoiding his gaze. 

“You do. It’s that look that says you’ve got something to say, but you don’t want to say it. Like when I asked you to marry me. That look.”

She turned back to face him and twisted her fingers until a knuckle cracked and he reached out to stop her from doing it again. 

“Whatever it is, it has to come out. You can’t keep stuff bottled up inside you. I keep telling you that.” He pulled her into his arms and tucked her head under his chin. “You know whatever it is, I’m still gonna love you, don’t you?”

There it was. The biggest problem of all. He would still love her, but she just couldn’t love him back, not the way he wanted her to. But that’s not what she needed to talk to him about today. 

“It’s bad, Luke. Really bad.” 

“Double shot latte bad?”

“Worse. You want to come inside for coffee?” 

“Better had.” Luke pressed the lock button on his key fob and the beep echoed across the lake and into the distant shadows. Scooping the box of presents out of the bed of his truck, he followed her up the back stairs and into the kitchen, where he settled into Noah’s chair and nodded to Annie’s father. 

“Morning Sam. How are things?” 

“Things are good Luke. Well, I’m good anyway. Sorry I can’t stay, but Noah and I marked a couple of Christmas trees the other day. One for here and the other for the lodge.”

“I’ll help you with that,” Luke offered, half rising out of his chair.

“That’s okay. I’ll get them one at a time and use the big sled and some rope. It’ll be fine.” He disappeared out the back door, leaving Luke and Annie alone. 

She pushed a cup of coffee in front of Luke and set her own cup on the table. “Be right back,” she said, and went to her office. When she returned, she put the letters from the bank on the table in front of him. 

“They’re going to foreclose at the end of January, if I don’t come up with three months’ mortgage payments by then. I’ll pay you the money I owe you, I promise, but Luke, I can’t afford to keep on paying you.”

Luke frowned at the letters, then looked up at her, a worried expression spreading across his features. “Why did you wait to tell me this?”

“I’ll get you the money. I just have to take a cash advance on my card.” She didn’t tell him it would max out her credit card and there would be little left after she bought groceries. She might eke out some Christmas presents for the kids once her guests checked out in the morning. 

“Annie.” She couldn’t tell by his tone if he was angry or hurt or scared. He reached for her hand. “Annie, for goodness’ sake. You don’t have to pay me. Not now. Not ever. I only agreed to getting paid because you insisted on it. I’ve got a bit stashed away and other people pay me for odd jobs. Besides, I can get a regular job, if I have to.”

“I thought...” She turned her head to the wall, unwilling to let him see the tears in her eyes. Was he just being kind?  

“This is my fault. I thought I was helping you. You thought you were helping me. What a pair we are.” He pulled her chin back to face him and flashed her one of his irresistible smiles. 

She caved and smiled back, but only for a moment. Then she put her head in her hands and began to sob. “But even if I don’t have to pay you, what am I going to do about the bank?”

“I think the obvious answer is to sell the place. I’ve told you hundreds of times this place is too much for you and it’s a sinking ship. Jump Annie, before it takes you down with it.”

“But I love that my kids get to grow up here, and the values they have from living in a small town with good people around them. What would my father do? He loves it here too, and he works hard to help me keep this place going. I can’t believe you would suggest I sell it.”

“You could make a killing, buy a smaller place in town and your kids can still grow up here, but you won’t have the headaches.” He took her hands and pulled her gaze to meet his. “Or we could get married, and you and the kids could come live with Chelsea and me. I have room and you know I love you.”

Luke’s daughter and Ali had become inseparable friends. They were less than a year apart. They doted on each other and were great playmates. There was no question Ali would have loved having Chelsea as a sister, but that wasn’t a reason to get married.  

“What would my dad do? And don’t tell me he could go to some senior’s place. He’s not that old yet, and he’d hate it.”

“We’ll add a couple of rooms onto the back of the house. He can have his own in-law suite and see the kids whenever he wants.” He kissed her hands and rubbed the back of them with his thumbs. 

Once, in those early days of knowing Luke, his touch would have sent warmth running up her arm, but lately she felt none of that. 

“Really, Annie. It’s not that big a deal. It’s doable.” 

Not a big deal for who? She wondered. It was for her. It would be for the kids and it would be for her father, too. If Luke were being realistic, it would be for him and Chelsea, too. He was suggesting a life-altering change for all of them.  

She could, perhaps, learn to feel something more than just friendship for him. There was much to love about him, but there was no spark, no fire, no passion. She’d known him for two years and not once in that time had they made love. Didn’t that say something about this relationship? She could curl up with him on the couch and sip wine and watch old movies and feel comfortable in his arms, but something was missing and she would not marry Luke or any man, just to solve her money problems.

“We’ve discussed this before.”

He dropped her hands, then he templed his fingers and pushed the tips into his lips in thought. “Then sell this place and move into town. You could rent something until you figure out your next move, but at least you won’t be worried about creditors.”

She nodded. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe that’s what I need to do.”

His expression changed then. “Yeah, maybe it is. Because it’s pretty clear you’re never going to marry me, are you?” He slid his untouched coffee to the middle of the table. “Will you ever, Annie, or am I fooling myself? Because lately, I feel you pushing me away, despite my loving you more every time I see you.”

She bit her bottom lip and looked across the table at him, tears welling in her eyes. “I can’t marry you, Luke. You know I can’t. Nothing has changed. At least not for me.” 

He nodded. “Doesn’t get any plainer than that, then does it? But I’m not giving up. You’ll need me one day, and when you do, I’ll be here.” He bent to kiss her on the forehead and slipped out the back door. 
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Chapter 3


[image: ]


Ali and Noah’s bus pulled up to the top of Annie’s driveway, at twenty-eight minutes after three, just as it did every school day. Ali and Noah clambered down, their arms laden with things they’d been asked to bring home over the holidays, including a note to all parents that they should please check the lost and found next time they were in the school. Annie waved to Ted as Ali handed her a bag of artwork. 

“Just one more week before the Christmas break. Want to put this up in your room?” she asked. But Ali was already scampering away out of earshot, leaving Annie to walk down the driveway on her own. The wind sent a mysterious whisper through the overhead pines that drew her attention to the clouds. They were puffy and light, like giant pillows you could lay your head on and sleep the winter away. The lodge windows seemed like a pair of pleading and sad eyes. Don’t sell, they seemed to say, and Annie thought that the whole place didn’t want to be sold any more than she wanted to let it go. 

When they’d first bought the place, they’d held holiday gatherings there, for their guests. The local Canada Day car rallies had started and ended there with a big barbeque or a pig roast. There were fish fries every weekend, and a Labour Day picnic to round out the end of summer season. That was followed by a Thanksgiving turkey dinner and then Christmas and New Year’s parties. It had been fun, and Annie had become more energized with each event. 

It was the pandemic that sealed the fate of these gatherings and it held on just long enough that people had stopped asking and she stopped trying to organize them. Now she was getting bookings again, but they weren’t coming in fast enough to keep up with the bills. 

Ideas percolated as she headed back to the house. What if she offered the use of the lodge to yoga retreat goers, or maybe other kinds of retreats? Writer’s groups, company bonding weekends, or religious getaways. Could this be something that kept her going until the seasonal cottagers started coming again? Maybe it was time to come up with some enticing package deals and revamp the website.

Ahead of her, Noah and Ali were tossing snow into the air and catching it on their tongues. Their giggles made Annie smile and brought back memories of her own childhood. How could she possibly consider selling this place? It was home. For her, for her father, and her kids. Somehow, she had to make this work. 

“Hey Mum,” Noah said, when they’d had enough of making snow angels and attempts to make a snowman proved impossible.  

“Yes, Noah?” She waited patiently, knowing he was about to tell her the joke Turtle Ted had passed along that day. It had become their routine now. She set their boots by the radiator. Their mitts, scarves and hats, she draped over it and the coats she hung on the hooks on the opposite wall. Mudrooms were a wonderful place to leave behind the outdoors you didn’t want inside—mud, snow, leaves, all kinds of things. Annie closed the door behind them and went to the kitchen, watching Noah scrunch his face into a bright smile while he rehearsed the joke in his head. 


“What’s a Christmas tree’s favourite candy?” he finally said. 

“I don’t know. What’s is it?” 

“Orna-mints. Get it?” 


Annie laughed. “I get it.” She tousled his fly-away hair that stood up straight with static. “Hey, now there’s something funny. Go look in the mirror.” 

Noah put both hands on his head to flatten his hair. “It always does that. I hate it.” Seconds later, his unruly hair was forgotten because his stomach growled. “Can we have some hot chocolate with our snack?”

“Sure. Help Ali with her backpack and I’ll get organized in the kitchen. We have your favourite cookies. Chocolate chip.”

“Yummy!” Ali said, dragging her backpack into the kitchen behind her. “From the dough we put in the freezer last weekend?” 

“The very same,” Annie said, setting a pan on the stove for their hot chocolate and glancing out the window. Her father’s truck was in its usual parking place behind the house, now. Earlier, he’d gone into town to get a new axe, after breaking his old one, when he went to cut down their Christmas tree. She’d been busy most of the day, and couldn’t recall when he’d come back. 

Maybe when I was vacuuming, she thought, or doing the laundry. “Yes, that must be it,” she said half out loud. 

“What must be it, Mummy?” Ali asked, climbing onto her chair.  

“Nothing sweetie. Just wondering where Grandpa is, that’s all.”

“Can he have hot chocolate too?” Ali asked. 

“Of course. He went out to cut down our Christmas tree and one for the lodge.”

Noah sat down at the table, a cross look on his face. “He was supposed to let me help. Why didn’t he wait?”

“Maybe he wanted to surprise you,” she placated. “Tell you what. Drink up and have a couple of cookies and if he’s not back by the time you’re done, we’ll go find him, okay?” 

Annie was about to join her kids at the table when her phone pinged with an email notification.

“Customer,” she told the kids. A smile crept over her face as she read the booking dates. The customer wanted a cottage for ten days over Christmas and didn’t even quibble about the seasonal premium. The money would be a huge help. 

“I’ve got to take care of this. You two okay for a minute?”

“Sure Mum.” Noah nodded. Ali shoved another cookie into her mouth and nodded, too.

“Good thing I made those bite-size,” Annie said, patting her daughter’s head as she headed across the hall. 

Annie loved her office. It was a small room tucked into a corner of the house that the previous owners had used for storage. The original house was a square box type; four rooms up and four rooms down, but renovations over the years had added a family room, which was now Sam’s bedroom, a powder room, and her office. The mudroom, and shifting the back door to its new location, had come later, along with a second-floor balcony off her bedroom. 

Annie loved the spectacular view over the lake through a bank of north-facing windows in this room, and that she could see the front door of the lodge and the east and west paths that led to the cabins and the cottages. It was the perfect place to spend her days, when she had work to do, if she could keep her mind focused on that, and not the breathtaking views outside. Like now, with the sun glistening off the new fallen snow and the tiny flecks of silver and gold dancing in the glow of early evening.

At her desk, she opened the reservations app on her computer and checked the booking. One adult and one child, and one dog, it said, checking in tomorrow around two in the afternoon and staying until the day after Boxing Day. Annie breathed a sigh as her phone pinged again, this time with a notification that the full amount had been deposited into the lodge’s bank account. It was rare to get anything more than a deposit with a booking. This was a nice surprise. It meant that once her current guests checked tomorrow, she should have enough for one month’s mortgage payment, the money she owed Luke, and a little something left over for Christmas. A few more reservations like this and she might ward off the vultures until spring.  

“Alright, Mr. J. Hewitt and child, and your dog, Moose Cabin, awaits.” She sent back the confirmation along with a thank you for the payment in full and closed her laptop. 

The kids were already putting on their boots and coats when she returned to the kitchen. “Ready Mum? Can we go now?”

“Sure. I’m just going to get a thermos of hot chocolate and some cookies for Grandpa.” 

When she was ready, with a thermos tucked into one pocket of her coat and a small baggie of cookies in the other, she took Ali by the hand and headed down the path towards the woods. Noah ran ahead, shouting that he knew exactly where to find Grandpa because he’d helped pick out the tree. 

“We know that already,” Ali said with an annoyed hiss in her voice. “It’s all he ever talks about. He says it’s his tree. Not mine. Not yours. His and Grandpa’s.”

“It’s everybody’s tree, Ali. Don’t listen to him when he says things like that. He’s just trying to get your goat.”

Ali looked up at her mother matter-of-factly and frowned. “I don’t have a goat.”

“It’s an expression. It means he’s teasing you. He wants to see a reaction from you.” 

“He’s horrible. I hate him.” 

“You don’t. You just don’t like him very much when he’s being a pain. That’s not the same thing. You shouldn’t say hate, Ali. It’s a horrible word.” 

By the time they reached the woods, she’d lost sight of Noah. As they passed the last cabin, she spotted two sets of tracks in the snow. The small set was Noah’s and a larger set she knew belonged to her father. When the snow got too deep for Ali, Annie scooped her up and wiggled her onto her back in piggyback fashion. 

“Is that easier, Pumpkin?”

“Yup. The snow was getting in my boots. Look, Mummy. There’s Noah He’s coming back.” 

Tears spilled over Noah’s cheeks as he came running up to them. “Hurry. It’s Grandpa. I think he’s... he’s...” He took a gulping big breath. “I think he might be... dead.” 

“What?” With Ali bouncing on her back, Annie took off at a run, doing her best to keep up with Noah. “Dad! Dad!” she shouted. 

Dead? He couldn’t be dead. He was only sixty-seven years old and more fit than a lot of men half his age. At least that’s what his doctor had said at his last checkup. 

She came upon two huge fallen trees which had crossed over each other and blocked the path. Climbing over them on all fours, she set Ali down on the other side where the snow wasn’t as deep, so Ali could manage on her own. 

Noah led them to a circle of small pine trees, where Sam’s shiny new axe was embedded in one of them. The sleigh was propped up against another tree, ready to be useful when the time came. Her father, much to Annie’s horror, lay face down in the snow. 

“Dad!” she screamed, rushing to him. She rolled him over and brushed the snow from his face. “Dad. It’s me. Annie.” No response, but when she put her cheek to his nose, she could feel warmth there. Her fingers, pressing at his neck, found a weak pulse. She looked up to see Noah, his arm around Ali’s shoulders and tears flowing down both their cheeks.

“He’s not dead,” she said. “But we have to hurry.” 

Ali went into immediate hysterics. “I should have made snow angels,” she cried. “I should have made snow angels. You should have let me, Mummy.” 

“It’s alright Pumpkin. The angels will always watch over Grandpa, because he has a good heart. Don’t you worry.”

When Ali settled into her brother’s arms, Annie pulled out her phone, but as she suspected, there was no reception that far into the woods. 

“Okay, here’s what we have to do. Noah, bring the sleigh here so we can roll Grandpa onto it and pull him back to the house. Got it? Come on, kids, we can do this.” Tears filled their little faces as Ali and Noah helped, and together, they got Sam onto the sleigh.  

Annie took hold of the rope. “Noah, run ahead with my phone and as soon as you get reception, dial 911, okay? Remember how we practiced it, for emergencies?”

“Got it, Mum.” Noah took off like a shot, while Ali and Annie tugged hard on the sleigh. They were doing well until they came to the two fallen trees. 

“Damn!” Annie exclaimed. “How are we going to get him over those?”

“Don’t say bad words, Mummy. Now you have to put a looney in the swear jar.” 

“Right, Pumpkin. Sorry.” 

Annie stopped and considered how she was going to do this. A ramp would be useful, but she didn’t have one. Maybe if they could get the top of the sleigh over the logs, they could slide him down the other side. She bent down to lift the front of the sleigh, but it slipped out of her hands and Annie ended up on her backside. She wasn’t strong enough to do this. 

“Please. Please. Please.” She made herself refrain from saying shit, shit, shit, which is what she would have said if Ali hadn’t been hovering over her. 

As she stood up to try again, she was surprised to see Luke heading their way, with Chelsea and Noah trailing along behind him. Under any other circumstances, she wouldn’t have wanted to talk to him so soon after this morning’s conversation, but now she couldn’t help thinking how lucky they were that he was there. 

“I got him, Annie,” Luke said, pulling the sleigh up and over the fallen logs and down the other side. 

“I sent Noah to call for an ambulance,” she explained as they hurried toward the path by the cabins. “Did he call?” They were pulling together now, the kids racing down the path ahead of them.

“I told him not to bother. By the time the EMTs get all the way out here, and then back to the hospital, it might be too late. If you help me put him in the truck, it will be faster. Then you and the kids can follow in yours.”

“What’s wrong with Grandpa Sam?” Chelsea asked when they reached the trucks. 

“He’s going to be just fine,” Luke assured her. “Just go with Annie. I need to lay Grandpa Sam down on the back seat and strap him in.” 

“Okay, Daddy, but I need my car seat.” 

“Geez, I hadn’t thought of that,” Luke said, wrenching her seat out of the back and handing it to Annie. 

She set it on the ground and leaned in to help. “Here. Let me.... Got him?” 

Together, they lifted a motionless Sam into the back seat of the truck and laid him down. Luke pulled both seatbelts over him and clicked them into place. “Bracebridge is the closest. I’ll see you there.”

“I’m right behind you. Just got to find his wallet, for his health card.” Annie fitted Chelsea’s car seat into their truck as Luke sped down the driveway. In the glove box, she found her father’s wallet, right where she knew it would be with his health card inside. 

“Alright kids. Everyone buckled? We need to catch up with Luke.”

In the emergency room at Bracebridge General Hospital, the charge nurse, in teal green scrubs with a pink, feathered pen dangling around her neck, took Sam’s details from Annie. Then she asked them all to wait while they assessed him. They found places to sit in the busy waiting area, in uncomfortable, unyielding beige and brown chairs lined up in rows of six. When Chelsea spotted a round table with toys and colouring books in a corner, she squirmed to get out of Luke’s lap. 

“Can we, Mummy?” Ali asked. 

“Sure,” Annie said, glad they had something to keep them busy. Noah stayed next to her, trying to look brave. He was too old for colouring books, or so he’d told her the last time she’d tried to get him to sit with her and Ali. But, at the same time, he was too young for something as traumatic as finding his grandfather in the woods like he had. She put an arm around his shoulders, gave him a squeeze, and told him everything was going to be fine, hoping she was right. 

It seemed hours later when a nurse came into the room and stood next to them. Other people had come and gone, and now there was only one other family besides theirs who was waiting. 

“Nothing yet,” she said, when Annie stood up. “I just wanted to tell you there are machines down the hall if you want a hot drink or the cafeteria is on the lower level.” She winked at the kids. “I have some candy canes at the desk if it’s okay with Mum?” She gave Annie a quick smile. 

“Sure, but only one, and remember your manners,” Annie said as Chelsea and Ali raced after the nurse to get their treat. “Don’t you want one too, Noah?” Annie asked. 

“No. I just want to know if Grandpa’s going to be okay.”

“Turning down a candy cane won’t get us an answer any sooner and we’re going to be right here until we do.”

“Well maybe. Okay then.” Noah slouched out of the seat beside her and went to follow the girls.

Luke put an arm around Annie and pulled her gently toward him. “He’s going to be okay, Annie. We were quick.”

“I should be in there with them. What if they have questions or...”

“They will come and ask if they do. Let them do their work. You can’t help him in there. You’ll just be in the way.”

“I know. I know you’re right, but I just can’t sit still doing nothing.” She put her head on his shoulder. “God, Luke. What if...? No, I can’t even think that.”

He squeezed her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. “It’ll be okay. I know it will.” 

It was another hour before the doctor finally came to see them. Everything about the man was small. The tiny fingers he used to pinch the bridge of his fine-boned nose, the round rimmed glasses that were too big for his beady black eyes and the short choppy sentences he used to tell her about her father’s condition. 

“A stroke,” he said, his eyes fixed on Annie. “We gave him tPA. Tissue Plasminogen Activator. It finds the clot and breaks it up. We won’t know how severe the damage is until we run some more tests.”

“Is he awake?” Annie asked. “Can I see him?” 

He nodded. “In a few minutes. He’s weak. There is some paralysis down one side of his body, and his speech is quite slurred.” He glanced toward the table where the girls were still colouring. “You might want to warn the kids. It will be a shock for them to see him.”

“What’s the prognosis?” Luke asked. “Will he regain his mobility?”

“It’s too soon to say. He’ll have physio and we’ll do what we can, but you should prepare for him being like this for the rest of his life, worst-case scenario.” 

Annie gasped at the thought of her father, confined to a wheelchair, watching the world he loved through a window instead of being out in it. Ali seemed to sense her mother’s worry. She flew to Annie and took her hand. 

“Is Grandpa alright?” 

“He will be, Pumpkin.”  He has to be, she thought. Annie looked at the doctor. “He’ll be fine. I know he will. He’s a fighter. My father will fight back.”

The doctor nodded. “A strong will is a good thing in cases like this. He’s going to need it and you will, too.” He paused. Now that the information had been passed along, the man’s features softened, and he smiled down at the kids. “Are you Noah?” he asked, bending down to Noah’s level.

“Yes, sir.” Noah stood up straight and met the man’s gaze. 

“He asked for you.” He turned to the girls. “Which one of you is Ali?” Ali’s hand shot up in the air. “Ah. Yes, the one with the butter coloured curls. I should have known. That means you must be Chelsea.”

Chelsea nodded enthusiastically, then hid behind her father





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





