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Every family has its secrets,

but DNA has a way of bringing the truth to light.

-—Margery Reynolds—-

––––––––
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For

Euphemia, Madeline, Clara, Jean and Margery,

Just five of the many women whose secrets became mine

when I inherited their DNA.

Forever in my heart. Forever a part of me!
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​Michelle 

July 31st, 2025

I’d known since I was very little that something was missing from my life. I was an only child, born to devoted parents who did not indulge me but taught me to be independent, to be respectable, and to understand that actions have consequences; all good values to instill in a child. Growing up, I had friends, sometimes more than I wanted, but I begged my parents for a sister, even a brother would do, but all I got was my father’s response, when you’re older you can have the family you want, for now, you’ll have to make do with us. Not exactly what I wanted to hear, but what choice did I have? 

Our family farm was just on the outskirts of Binbrook, a small town above the Niagara Escarpment a few miles outside Hamilton’s southern border. My family has farmed there for four generations, beginning with my great-great-grandfather, who immigrated to Canada in the late 1800s. Traditionally, the eldest son inherited the farm, while any other children married and moved away, some further than others. 

My mother lived on this farm until she married, and then my parents took up residence in a two-bedroom bungalow, with a matchbox sized backyard, on the fringes of the town of Stoney Creek. (North of Binbrook and the family farm). They married later in life than most of their friends because Mum had wanted to focus on her teaching career. After I was born, she became a stay-at-home mum who cooked, cleaned and kept a tidy house. I asked her once why she didn’t go back to teaching after I’d started school. Her answer was simple. “I was happy to be at home.” Apparently she was, because she never complained. 

Dad worked at Dofasco, one of the two steel plants in Hamilton. He made good money, took care of all our financial needs and eventually retired with a healthy pension and a Rolex, which he wore proudly wherever he went. I grew up happy and wanted for little, though we were not what anyone would call rich. Comfortable, was the term my mother always used, and that’s what we were. Both my parents died the year I turned fifty. What I have left of them is a box of photographs, a few trinkets I keep on the mantel and a lifetime of wonderful memories.

I loved my parents, loved Gramps and Grammy, and all my crazy relatives, yet something was missing, and I could not shake the feeling I wasn’t entirely whole. Even marriage and children didn’t fill that gap, nor did following in my mother’s footsteps in a teaching career. It was that missing piece of me, and of course the letter, that led me down this path and I will always wonder if I did the right thing or should have left well enough alone.
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​Michelle


September 2022 

Binbrook, Ontario.

A few weeks before my grandfather passed, he walked me through the rooms of the old farmhouse, stopping here and there to admire a photograph, a vase, or a trinket, and to tell me its history. None of this was new to me, but I wanted to spend time with Gramps, so I humoured him and listened. I had a sense then, that his time was nearing, and had loads of questions about him and about our family. I wanted to know what his life was like as a child, whether farming had been his first career choice, what his dreams had been when he was younger. But that day, what I got was a repeat of everything I’d heard a million times before, until we sat down in the kitchen with a glass of his homemade elderberry wine. 

It was a bitter brew that packed a wallop. Even a few sips used to put the rose in Grammy’s cheeks and make her giggle until she claimed she might pee her pants, just a little. It seemed to do nothing for Gramps other than make him smile, or perhaps it was Grammy’s laugh that did that. I admired their devotion to each other, wondering if I might find that kind of love, one day. I certainly hadn’t found it with Brian, the man I’d just divorced. Was that what I’d been missing all these years? My soulmate? The one? My true love? 

That day, Gramps and I sat across the kitchen table that was riddled with century-old scars, where Grammy had made her famous sourdough bread, and the family gathered for meals. I dug a fingernail into the deepest of the grooves, knowing it resulted from an argument between two of my uncles when their tempers got the better of them. Uncle Bernie had needed fifteen stitches to sew up his right arm, and because of that, and his uncontrollable temper, Uncle Ted was sent off to join the military. Grammy always said it was ‘the making of him’ because ‘he came back a man’, settled down to a steady job and eventually married and produced a new branch on the family tree. Yet, a lifetime later, the table still bore the scars. Gramps had wanted to sand it down once, buff out all those old nicks and marks, but Grammy had said to leave it. Like the wrinkles on her face, every notch, every mark, every scratch in the wood told a story, and she wanted to remember every one of them. 

So, there we sat, sipping our wine, staring at each other across the table, while my cheeks warmed with the alcohol and Gramps’ eyes glazed over. 

“I’m ninety-seven, Michelle,” he said, refilling my glass. “Every day’s a gift. Has been for some time. But I’m ready. I want to be with your grandmother.”

He’d said the same thing at my birthday party when I’d coaxed him out to my favourite restaurant, along with the rest of my clan. He’d regaled me with a host of reasons why a person’s fifties were only the prime of life. Though I felt older than dirt, that day, with two grown children flanking me and a grandson on my lap, he had a lot of years, and a lifetime of memories more than me.

“You have lots of time yet,” I insisted. 

He shook his head and studied his empty glass, as if pondering whether it needed filling again. “No. I don’t think I do, and there’s something I should clear up before it’s too late.” Then he pushed away from the table and stood up with a groan that made me cringe in empathy. He went to the mantelpiece over the old kitchen fireplace, out of use since before I was born, and withdrew a manila envelope from behind the clock. 

“This is for you,” he said, setting it in front of me. “Your cousins have ransacked this place until there’s nothing valuable left, but they don’t know about this. No one does. Except for me, and now you.” 

The cousins Gramps spoke of had come back after Grammy’s funeral and that’s when the ransacking had begun. They put everything they considered valuable on the kitchen table; her jewellery box, the Hummel figurines, the porcelain dolls she’d cherished, and finally the Wedgewood China. I couldn’t help noticing the greed in their eyes as each item was brought into the room and they conspired for the best of the lot. It was when they asked Gramps for permission to divide Grammy’s shoes—an assortment any collector of vintage fashion would envy—that he’d thrown up his hands and said, “Take what you want. What am I going to do with it?” I tried to protest, but Gramps shook his head and went to the other room. When they’d gone, clutching their treasures under their selfish fat arms, it was Mum and I who’d cleaned up the mess. When Gramps asked why we had taken nothing, we just hugged him, tears trailing down our cheeks.

“The best part of Grammy are my memories,” I told him, tapping my heart. “And they’ll always be right here.” 

So now, sitting here watching Gramps refill our wineglasses, I was confused. The cousins had cleaned him out, and the farm was already in my uncle’s hands. What was left to bequeath?  

“What is this?” I asked, fingering the envelope. 

When he sat down again and took up his glass, he said, “Open it now and find out. Or wait till you get home. It’s up to you.” 

I turned it over and pinched the silver pieces of the clasp that held the flap in place. When I turned the whole thing upside down, several items fell out. The first was a black-and-white photograph of a log cabin with colourful window boxes under its two front windows, and a set of steps with handrails leading a small porch. The screen door was closed but the heavier interior door was open, though I could see nothing beyond it. Someone had obviously taken great pride in planting those flowers and keeping things tidy. Beyond the cabin, on either side of it, were trees. Lots of trees, which led me to believe it was deep in the woods somewhere. In the distance, to the far right, was the shoreline of a lake or possibly a river. 

Frowning because I’d never seen this photograph before and had no idea where this cabin was, I flipped it over and found something written on the back. Ril Lake. 1932. 

“What is this place, Gramps?” 

“It’s a bit of property we have near Huntsville,” he said. “That cabin hasn’t been used for years.” 

“But did anyone get away from the farm in the summer? Weren’t there cows to milk, sheep to feed, hay to cut?”

Gramps squinted pensively and looked to the window and the farm that lay beyond us. “You might not know this, but this place was supposed to go to my Uncle John. But he died in the Great War, so when my grandfather died, it came to my father instead. Before that, Dad worked at International Harvester in Hamilton and that’s when he bought this bit of land and built the cabin. We used to go north every summer until I was about eighteen or nineteen. Then we came here. After that there wasn’t time for luxuries like holidays.”

“Why didn’t you just sell the place then? Why wait all these years to do something about it?”

He shrugged. “It’s just one of those things that was forgotten, I guess.” 

“So, you’re leaving it to me.” I flipped the picture over. “I know where Huntsville is, but where’s Ril Lake?” 

He nodded to the other things that had slipped out with the photograph. A property deed, registered in my name, had directions written in Gramps’ handwriting on the back, and a bank statement of an account in my name with a sum that made me gasp out loud. 

“Gramps! This isn’t fair to the rest of the family.” 

“They all got what they wanted.”

“But they didn’t know about this.”

“Not a one of them has ever been there or even seen the pictures of the place so they don’t know it exists. Besides, it’s my decision, damn it! And I want you to have it.” He sighed, took a long silent sip of his wine and, judging from the look on his face, the subject was closed. For him, at least. 

“But this money. It’s more than enough to fix up a cabin.”

“Well now, If I were you...” His eyebrows lifted, his forehead furrowed, and he took on an almost renewed eagerness. “I’d build something real nice on that property. One of those million-dollar places the hospital sells tickets for, every year.” 

The figure at the bottom of the bank statement told me I could do that, and more, if I wanted to. “Oh Gramps. This is too much. It’s... it’s... I don’t know what to say.” It was a rare thing for me to be speechless, but I was.  

“You don’t have to say anything, my dear. Just enjoy it. Being an educator, you have most of your summer off, so I figure you’ll get lots of use out of it. You and the kids and your grandchildren.” 

What Gramps knew but wasn’t saying out loud, was that my crippling divorce after twenty-eight years of marriage had left me with a broken heart, living in a barely affordable bachelor apartment, and a pile of debts to pay, even after we sold the house. It had left me steeped in so much stress I’d taken a medical leave, which the Board of Education agreed to call a one year sabbatical. And now, as I sat across the table from Gramps, that year was nearly over. In September I would be returning to work, whether or not I was ready. This gift could not have come at a better time. I could pay my half of our debts and give some thought to moving out of my cramped space and still do something with this property.

“Thank you,” I said. “This means more to me than you will ever know.”

“You could use some serenity in your life.”

I jumped up to hug him then, gratitude for his generosity spilling out of my heart. I held his face close to mine and kissed each of his whisker-stubbled cheeks, my tears mingling with his.

That must have been when he slipped the other envelope into my pocket. It went unnoticed until later, when I was at home Googling the location of my newly inherited property. It was when I got warm in my stuffy little apartment, and took off my cardigan, that I heard the crinkling of paper in my pocket. Thinking it was an old grocery store receipt, I pulled it out, planning to throw it away. But it wasn’t a receipt at all. It was an old letter, yellowed with time, the address written in my mother’s delicate handwriting.

Mum’s stationary was cream coloured with ivy vines down one side and her name emblazoned in raised gold lettering across the top. I kept a box of it in the top drawer of my desk, because it reminded me of her.

Burke’s Corners, 

Binbrook, ON

February 15, 1972

Dear Dad,


We finally have the news we’ve been waiting for, and it couldn’t have come at a better time, yesterday being Valentine’s Day. She’s ours! It’s only a matter of signing the papers. These past months, fostering her, worrying her birth mother might come back to claim her, has been a nightmare, but now we can relax. Tomorrow, we’ll see the lawyer and everything will be final. 

I know you and Mum thought it wasn’t a good idea, that she might have health issues or a disability or something, but Lydia could not be more perfect. And after the past eleven months, having her with us, we know now, that wouldn’t matter to us, anyway. To lose her now, even if she weren’t as perfect as she is, would be devastating.  

That brings me to another point. I know it’s odd to do this when she’s nearly a year old and when we’ve been calling her Lydia all this time, but we want to change her name and they suggested that now is the time to do that, before she’s too settled on hearing Lydia or Lyddie, as John calls her. So, we’ll do that tomorrow too, when we see the lawyer. We want to call her after your mother. 



We want her to be called Michelle.

I didn’t need to read ‘with all my love, Carrie’, to know these were my mother’s words. I didn’t need to ask anyone what she meant by fostering or seeing a lawyer or changing a child’s name from Lydia to Michelle because there was only one person she could have been talking about, and that was me. 

The single paged letter slipped from my hands and floated to the floor, as I picked up my wineglass and gulped the last dregs. There, in my mother’s own handwriting, was the bold, honest, and revealing truth, something I’d never suspected.

I was adopted. 

It was a startling revelation to think my grey-green eyes were not a trait I inherited from my father, as I’d always been told. Likewise, my blond hair wasn’t a result of my grandmother passing that gene along to me, nor had my insatiable curiosity come from Gramps, as I’d always suspected. My mother wasn’t my mother, and my father wasn’t my father; at least they weren’t my birth parents, my natural bloodline. We didn’t share DNA or any genetic make-up. I was the product of two people I’d never met. Two strangers who might, at this very moment in time, be wondering about me, as much as I was wondering about them. 

And then...something dawned on me. All these years, feeling as if a part of me was missing might have been for good reason. Maybe, out there in the world somewhere, there was a sibling I didn’t know, someone who might share this loneliness I’d been feeling for as long as I could remember. I might have a brother, or a sister, or both. And if that were so, now all I had to do was find them.
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​Helen


May 26th, 2025

Helen Claybourne looked out her bedroom window at the view that had greeted her for more than fifty years. Her late husband’s beloved rose garden bordered the north side of their half-acre backyard and beyond it, the small fruit orchard was still showing blossoms this late in May. Her gaze drifted beyond to the beach and the bench Parker had placed there for them years ago, to watch the sunset, and eventually came to rest on the two small docks that jutted into the cool blue waters of Lake Ontario and the small boats moored to them. Storm clouds were forming over the lake, but she could still see the tallest buildings of Toronto outlined in the hazy distance. Helen had grown so accustomed to this view she could tell from the shadows or the sunlight what time of day it was, and what the weather held in store. She didn’t like the look of what was brewing out over the lake. 

It was coming from the north, as was so often the case, blasting through Toronto, then skimming across the lake to Niagara. Sometimes the ridge of the peninsula protected them from storms, but today’s threatened thunder, lightning, and heavy rains, none of which Helen had any wish to drive through. She had a long journey to make that day, a three-hour trip that would take her north into the Muskokas, a place she’d never been before. She wanted to get ahead of the storm, but to do that, she had to either, leave now, or stay and wait it out. Waiting, however, meant risking the rat-race of Toronto’s rush hour traffic, a feat she had no wish to tackle. 

She turned away from the window to the door of her bedroom, where her suitcases stood like soldiers waiting for her command. She wasn’t used to taking holidays, hadn’t been on one since she was a child and her father took them to Florida during the March Break. That was so long ago now, Helen could hardly remember it, save for the scar she still had across her belly from where the unfamiliar strength of the sun had had blistered her tender skin. She’d had to sit in the shade for most of the rest of their trip, spoiling her chance to swim in the ocean or collect shells as she’d wanted to do. There would be little risk of sunburn on this holiday, especially going north into the Muskoka Region of Central Ontario. She’d already noted the forecast; spring-like temperatures, as high as the mid-twenties, and two days of predicted rain. The thought of nothing to do on rainy days, reminded her of the two books she’d packed, and she considered whether they would be enough. Should she take a third? 

This holiday hadn’t been her idea at all. Helen would have been content to stay right where she was. She had everything she could ever need or want, right here. Why would she need to go anywhere? It had been her daughter’s idea, a thank you gift of sorts. Cate had gotten an unexpected bonus at work, and as payback for all Helen had done for everyone else, had decided her mother needed a break, and what better than the tranquil setting in a luxury cottage in the Muskokas. Helen had declined at first, saying she didn’t need a holiday, especially at a luxury cottage, but when she saw the pictures of Serenity Lodge on Cate’s iPad, she couldn’t deny she was drawn to the idea of it and the chance to explore somewhere new. Maybe this was the beginning of something new for her. Her family obligations were over now, so why not travel? She was going on an adventure and, for the first time in her seventy-three years, she was going solo.

The thought pulled her to the portrait of Parker on her nightstand. “I wish you were coming with me,” Helen whispered. She still she spoke to her late husband every day, in whispers so Cate wouldn’t think she was losing her mind. She couldn’t quite let go of him, or the idea he might be somewhere close by, ready to support her, still, as he’d always done. Parker had been her strength, her rock, that one solid thing in her life, that would not bend, shift or break. He had been her world, and she his. How had she carried on these past eight years without him? 

When they were young, Helen’s home was less than a mile away from Lakeview Cellars—a name Parker’s mother had chosen for their winery business, because of the proximity to the lake. Living close by meant she and Parker had gone to the same three-room country school and even though Parker was two years ahead of her, they’d become fast friends. Helen became a regular visitor working alongside his family, tying grapes in the spring and helping with harvest in the fall. She’d grown to love the busyness of it, and the camaraderie of all hands to the pump, as Mr. Claybourne used to say. She could still conjure the memories of those days of dazzling sunshine seeping through wide grape leaves, the pungent smell of fermenting fruit, the clink of bottles going down the line empty, and coming back full. Nor had she forgotten the laughter and the fun that made the long workdays feel like no trouble at all. And those warm summer evenings, the gentle breezes off the lake while they ate supper on the picnic table and later watched the sunset while roasting marshmallows on the beach. This place was where Helen had grown up, just as Parker and his brother George had. They’d learned the rewards of hard work and the strength of family. Those were the happiest years of her youth because, in her mind, Lakeview was where she belonged. 

After high school Parker had continued working in the family’s winery business alongside his father, and once they earned the VQA status, their name became synonymous with quality wines around the globe. The business and the vineyard passed to Parker when his father died, but his cancer diagnosis came soon after his parent’s passings. Eventually, Parker was too ill to work and even with the help of migrant workers, a business manager, and with their daughter doing their books, Helen couldn’t manage it and take care of Parker, too. They’d had to sell, but they’d kept the old farmhouse, and the land around it. 

As Helen crossed the room, she caught her reflection in the mirror and just in time, she reached up to catch a tear before it slipped down her cheek and stained the collar of her blouse. She would not cry for what had been, or for what hadn’t either. Her life was perfect the way it was, and she wouldn’t change any of it, unless it was to have Parker back with her again; that she would do in a heartbeat. She tucked an errant strand of silver-white hair behind her ear, noticing the deepened laugh lines around her mouth, the longer crow’s feet framing her eyes, and the jowls that seemed to sag a little further with each passing year. Long gone was that young girl, eager to see the world. Life’s obligations had chiseled away at her innocence and that eager desire for adventure was part of a past she had no wish to reclaim. She had wonderful memories, two brilliant grandchildren, and she had Cate. What more could a woman ask for? 

As if attuned to her mother’s thoughts, Cate appeared in Helen’s doorway. 

“I just checked the weather report,” she said, still holding her cellphone in one hand. “If you leave now, you might miss this storm.” 

“Maybe I should wait until it’s over,” Helen suggested with a reluctant nod toward the window. She didn’t like storms, especially when driving rain was accompanied by thunder and lightning. A distant rumble made her wince. 

“But, if you do that,” Cate said, “you might run into the rush hour traffic.” 

“Yes. I’d thought of that.” Helen fetched a third book from the pile on her writing desk, just in case she finished the other two. 

“Have you got everything, Mum?” Cate flicked a piece of lint from Helen’s shoulder, which probably wasn’t there. Cate didn’t have OCD exactly, but she was fastidious about the way people presented themselves to the world. “Prescriptions? Toothbrush? ... Depends?” 

“I don’t wear Depends!” Helen scoffed. Then she cast an eye toward her suitcases, mentally ticking off her list to be sure she had everything she’d need. Then she glanced at her daughter, her still blond hair pulled into a messy bun on top of her head, her face free of makeup at this early hour. Cate was tall like all the Claybournes, and probably a little too thin, though that had come after her divorce with Ian.

Helen had blamed Ian’s lack of support for Cate during Parker’s illness and death as the reason for their breakup, although Cate had never said as much. Still, Helen wasn’t one to ask. She felt women were entitled to their secrets and if Cate had wanted her to know, she would have told her. She knew little about the ins and outs of their troubles, only that Cate’s constantly furrowed brow and the growing worry lines on her face, suggested they’d been having them for a while.

With two children in their early teens and the long hours it took to manage a team of accountants at a mid-sized firm in Oakville, it was obvious Cate needed help. That was something Helen could give her, so she’d convinced Cate to come home to Lakeview. Helen loved seeing her grandchildren every day, while they were still in school, they kept her young and busy. But now that Blake and Cassidy were grown, and there was nothing keeping Helen at home, she had no reason not to take a holiday, and Cate wasn’t about to let her refuse.  

“Okay, no Depends, then,” Cate said, reaching for the handle of Helen’s largest suitcase. “Ready?” 

Helen’s gaze settled momentarily on her dresser, and her cameo collection, displayed in their velvet boxes. “I should give those to Cassidy,” she said. 

Cate tapped impatiently on the suitcase handle. “She knows they’re going to be hers. You don’t need to worry about that now. I think you should get going, Mum.”

Helen’s gaze drifted to the small table by the window in her reading corner. “You will remember to water my plants,” she said, looking fondly at the Azalea that had bloomed just this morning. 

“Of course I will.” Cate started toward the door. 

“And about that other thing.” Helen reached for the other suitcase, ready to follow.

“What other thing?” 

“Our ancestors. This family tree you want to put together.” 

“I thought you didn’t want to talk about it.” 

“I don’t. Not now, but we will. When I get back.”

Cate lifted her cellphone. “We could always FaceTime.”

“I should go,” Helen insisted as a rumble of thunder rattled the windowpane. 

“Come on, then. Let’s get your luggage in the car, before it’s too late.” 

When they were downstairs and out on the front porch, Helen stopped. “Oh, look! That damn dog from next door is digging under those trees again. Stop him please Cate, before he makes gets halfway to China.” 

“I will, Mum. Don’t worry.” Cate hurried past her mother and left Helen’s suitcase by the trunk of her car. Then she went after the dog, clapping her hands and shouting. “Get lost, you mangy mutt!” 

She returned when the dog headed for home and hefted Helen’s luggage into the trunk. “It’s not a big hole, but I’ll fill it in later, so the riding lawnmower doesn’t get stuck in it.” 

“Maybe you could ask them to keep him in their own yard,” Helen said, pulling her daughter close for a goodbye hug. 

“I will. Don’t worry about anything, Mum. Just relax and enjoy and let me take care of things.” 
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​Chapter 4
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​Helen


After stopping in Bracebridge to load up on groceries, Helen was nearly in the village of Baysville when she heard a ticking sound coming from the engine of her Corolla. She’d just had the car serviced, knowing she was making this trip, and couldn’t imagine what was wrong. But there it was, tick, tick, tick, like a bomb about to explode under her hood. She slowed down and pulled to the shoulder, letting a stream of traffic snake past. As the wheels slipped off the pavement and gripped the gravel, the engine sputtered, once, twice, and then quit altogether, with one final and very loud clunk!

“Dammit!”

Helen shifted into park, then thumped the steering wheel in frustration. Fishing her cellphone out of her purse, she opened her contacts, dialled CAA, and an agent answered her call on the second ring. 

There was a click on the line and then a chipper female voice said, “CAA, how can I help?” 

“I’m sorry to be a bother, but something’s wrong with my car,” Helen half sobbed into the phone. “It just died. Right here at the side of the road.”

“Are you okay?” the concerned agent asked. 

“Yes, I’m fine. It wasn’t an accident or anything and I’m off the road. It’s just an annoyance, that’s all.”

“I’m sure we can take care of this for you, Mrs...?” She paused, waiting for Helen to fill in her name. 

“Claybourne. Helen Claybourne. What information do you need from me? My husband usually took care of these things, but he’s passed now, so I’m flying solo these days.”

With a helpful and understanding tone, the girl on the other end prompted Helen through the verification process, then put her on a brief hold—which Helen suspected might be anything but brief—while she made arrangements at her end. A few moments later, she came back on the line. 

“Mrs. Claybourne. Sit tight. I have Wally, the local mechanic in Baysville, coming to see you. He’s our rep in the area. It’ll be a private tow truck, dark blue with his logo on the hood and both doors, but you should also see a CAA sticker, on the corner of the windshield, so you’ll be sure it’s the right one.” 

“My goodness! All that information. Thank you.” Helen was genuinely surprised the agent had gone to such lengths for her. 

“Well, you said you were alone. I want to be sure you’re comfortable with the person who’s coming to help. You can never be too careful.” 

“That’s very true,” Helen agreed. “Thank you for your consideration.”

“You’re welcome. He shouldn’t be long, but if he isn’t there within the hour, please call back and we’ll investigate the holdup.”

There would be no calling CAA back, because before they’d even disconnected their call, a dark blue tow truck with Wally’s Garage emblazoned across the hood, was heading her way. As he pulled alongside, then manoeuvred in front of her vehicle, Helen spotted the familiar CAA logo right where the girl said it would be.

“He’s already here,” Helen said with a grateful sigh.

“You’re all set then?”

“It looks like it. Thank you so much.” 

“You’re very welcome, Mrs. Claybourne. I hope the rest of your day is better and thank you for choosing CAA.”

She’d had no choice since it was Parker who’d arranged their membership years ago. Still, Helen was grateful he had, and that she’d kept it up. Kindness begets kindness, was something her mother always used to say, and Helen had found that to be true, in her life too. She smiled into the phone and said, “Thank you, my dear. I hope you have a wonderful day, too.” 

“You got here quickly,” Helen said to the man getting out of his truck. She opened her door and went to join him.

Wally removed his cap and wiped sweat from his brow onto the sleeve of his shirt. “She overheat?” he asked, replacing his cap and squinting toward the hood of Helen’s car.

“I don’t think so. Just a lot of ticking, then a clunk, and here I am.” Helen raised her hands in a frustrated I-give-up fashion.

“Well, I suppose we should have a look. Can you pop the hood?”

Helen leaned into the car and tugged on the lever that released the hood, then stood by while Wally, frowned over the engine, and fiddled with this and that. Finally, he stood upright and scratched his head. 

“Probably the solenoid, but I’ll know more when it’s up on the hoist. CAA will cover the tow for you. I can take you to my place, just up the road, or if you’d rather, I can tow you into Bracebridge. It’s up to you.” 

“I’m staying at a cottage on Ril Lake, which I think is up ahead. If it’s going to take a couple of days, I’d rather it be here, with you, I think. The thing is, I just had this car serviced!” Helen frowned up at him. “Shouldn’t my garage have noticed if something was wrong?”

Wally’s eyebrows knitted together as he puckered his lips a little. “I wouldn’t want to comment on someone else’s work, especially when I don’t know what’s really wrong.”

She understood and appreciated that not having the facts, it was impossible for him to know. “I see,” she said, a little deflated now realizing her hope of exploring the area was out, at least for a few days. “Well, either way, I’d prefer it if you take care of things for me.” 

“No problem. Let’s get you comfortable in the front seat of my truck, and then I’ll hook her up for you.” 

When Helen had gathered her purse from the car, she found Wally waiting at the passenger side of his truck, the door open and a smile on his face. “Here you go,” he said, offering her a hand as she stepped onto the running board and hoisted herself onto the seat. He closed the door behind her, and tapped it for good measure, then disappeared around the back. 

A pine tree air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror did little to cover up the lingering smell of grease, but the vehicle was clean inside. The dashboard was dust-free, the display screens in front of the driver seat were gleaming and not a crack, stone chip or splatter of bug juice marred the windshield. An iPad lay on the seat beside her, the screen showing the CAA app with a work order staring up at her. Behind her, Wally was whistling a tune she didn’t recognize, highlighted now and again with a clunk and a thud of metal. 

She considered texting Cate, but she would worry, and there was little Helen could tell her, until she knew what was wrong, or how long the repairs would take. So, she switched on the audio book she’d been listening to on the drive north, instead, knowing it would help pass the time. She wasn’t even into the next chapter when Wally climbed into the truck and got behind the wheel.

“Where’ya going on Ril Lake, if you don’t mind me asking?” he said, removing his hat and laying it on the seat between them. 

“A place called Serenity Lodge.”

Wally let out an impressed whistle. “Pretty swanky.” 

“Is it? It’s a gift from my daughter.” 

She didn’t want Wally to think she was pretentious—or rich. He might pad her repair bill if he thought she had money. Parker always warned her about people who, he said, were shysters one half of the time and crooks the other half. Mechanics, lawyers, investment brokers. He was always convinced he was getting a raw deal. Alone now, Helen had to rely on her instincts about many things, and this was just one of them. She decided that this time, Parker would have been wrong. Wally seemed like one of the good ones.  

“I’m sure you’ll love it up there,” he was saying. “It’s five-star all the way and if the squirrels drive you nuts...pardon the pun...” He laughed at his joke, “...there’s plenty to see if you take a short drive in any direction.” 

“Assuming you can fix my car,” Helen ventured cautiously.

“Right. I suppose that’s true.” 

It wasn’t long before they passed a large sign on Helen’s right, that read Welcome to Baysville. Just beyond it, a road led to the east, revealing the local elementary school, a medical clinic across from it, and a community centre beyond. She also thought she’d seen a fire station, though they had passed so quickly, it was hard to tell. To her left was a family-style restaurant, a general store, and finally, they came to Wally’s Garage. 

“Nice little town,” she said as Wally waited for oncoming traffic so he could turn into his place.

“There’s a little more to it than this. A library down by the school, a few shops just across the way, here, but honestly, it isn’t much. People here seem to like it that way. It’s been home most of my life and I’ve never wanted to live anywhere else.”
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