Chapter1

At three in the morning, with her cursor blinking on an empty page,
Tammy Rumbelow stumbled upon an online listing in rural Michigan.
For the first time in months, a flicker of hope sparked.

The realtor’s photos of the little blue cottage with its front porch and
white picket fence, had set her heart alight. The interior was as enchanting
as the exterior, featuring an antique writing desk where inspiration could
strike.

On a whim—or perhaps out of desperation—she’d picked up the phone
and bought it based on the pictures alone. She had never even visited the
state before. Had fate handed her a lifeline, or had she made the biggest
mistake of her life?

Now, six weeks later, Tammy’s fingers tightened around the steering
wheel; nerves and fanfare clashed in her stomach. This was it—her fresh
start. But a familiar undercurrent of doubt threatened to bubble to the
surface. She turned off the highway. The country roads, flanked by dense
forests of oak, maple, and pine, marked the last stretch of her six-day drive
from Los Angeles to Willowcroft.

She rolled down the window. The crisp breeze tousled long, wavy
strands of brown hair over her face. Tammy inhaled, savoring the clean air.

It reminded her of childhood summers—when life was untangled.
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As the miles stretched behind her, the hum of the tires a constant
companion, fragments of her former life in LA surfaced. Tammy’s chest
constricted at the memory of her best manuscript—a boundary-pushing
idea. But she'd never seen it in print, at least not under her name. Instead,
her rushed, uninspired replacement made it to the shelves, the one cobbled
together in the aftermath, her creativity fractured and trust shattered.

The book reviews rang in her head. “No emotional depth.” “Lacked
soul.” Tammy winced, acknowledging their bitter truth. But the one that
stung the deepest: “She’s not just over forty, she’s over, full stop.” They
don’t know the real story bebind those pages.

“You can never do anything right,” her mother’s sneer boomed, reopen-
ing old wounds. It had taken years to quiet the nagging doubts from her
childhood, but the betrayal let those words flood back stronger than ever.
The steering wheel grew slick under her clammy palms.

A road sign came into view, providing a diversion. “Welcome to Willow-
croft. Township Population 999. Greater Willowcroft Population 5,124.”

Will I tip the scales to an even thousand? Any distraction helped. Was two
thousand miles far enough away to break free?

As she entered the town, the street opened into a charming square, its
surface covered with cobblestones. Colorful awnings over stores and cafés
lined the edges, and the smell of baking pastries hovered in the air. Her
gaze drifted upward and to the right, where a clock tower rose above the
rooftops, its weathervane catching the sunlight. At its base, a wooden sign
marked a branching road: “Willowcroft State Park—Entrance Ahead.” It
disappeared into a wall of trees, their dense canopy hinting at the forest’s
depth.

On her left, a bookstore caught her attention. The large bay window
displayed her mystery series—evidence of what she’d once achieved. Pride

and pain tangled in her chest. Those books represented who she'd been
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before her life was rewritten without her consent. And before the doubt
allowed her mother’s words to seep back in.

The town clock chimed, startling Tammy from her reverie. She’d
stopped in the middle of the road. No cars honked. Sundays, it seemed,
were quiet in Willowcroft. Shaking off her daze, she checked the GPS—7
Cedar Lane was a few minutes away.

The town faded into green meadows. Mature trees dotted the landscape,
and a glittering stream wove through the countryside. Tammy’s breath
caught as she pulled her sedan up to the little blue cottage. It was more
beautiful than the photos, despite its weathered paint. Flowers ran along
the fence, their summery fragrance filling the air.

Tammy stepped out and stretched her driving-weary body. Awe and
trepidation swirled as she took in the place she would now call home. This
was it: her reboot. The haunted motel on Route 66 flashed into her mind,
with its flickering neon sign and whispers in the walls. Solving that mystery
had helped rekindle her creativity. Would the inspiration last?

She walked toward the gate, which creaked as it opened. The garden was
lush with greenery and color. The porch stairs groaned under her feet as
she climbed. What secrets would they spill if they could talk?

A sign in cheerful script hung on the door. “Welcome Home, Tammy!”

The simple gesture produced a tear. Maybe her mom was wrong. She
wiped at the drop. Or maybe they just baven’t met me yet.

Wind chimes sang above her, their melody a counterpoint to her moth-
er’s voice. She needed to learn to trust again, not just others, but her own
instincts. Time to work on silencing her mom’s voice while amplifying her
own.

She turned the doorknob.

Tammy’s heart skipped as she crossed the threshold into her new life.

An earthy scent tickled her nose as she explored the living room. The
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wooden floor squeaked underfoot as her fingers brushed the velvety arm of
a well-worn chair. She paused in front of the fireplace, her palm resting on
the cool, solid hearthstone. Its rough texture anchored her to the moment.
She pictured winter evenings reading by its orange glow.

The creak of the floorboards followed her into the kitchen. The
old-fashioned stove stood like a relic of simpler times, its metal surface
gleaming. The thought of yeast rising in warm dough teased her senses,
the imagined aroma almost real. Her fingers itched to rediscover the joy of
bringing a recipe to life.

The bedroom beckoned next, its patchwork quilt drawing her in. She
ran her hand over its uneven squares. Does each handsewn piece have a story?
In the corner, a small writing desk invited her to sit, open a notebook, and
pour herself onto the page.

“Ahhh.” The sanctuary she’d been searching for. But will it be enough?

Tammy moved to the window. The silhouette of the quaint town center,
with its prominent main square and clock tower, came into view. Sounds
of the countryside drifted in—the twittering of birds and the swishing of
grass. A world away from the relentless traffic noise and sirens in LA.

She looked up, imagining stars sparkling in the dark, unspoiled by city
lights. A dog’s bark brought her back to the present. Is this where I'll find
my bappiness?

Her fingers skimmed the walls as she returned to the living room. The
empty shelves waited to be filled with her belongings and new memories.
Old wounds wouldn’t heal just because she’d crossed state lines, but she
had to try. Time to unpack.

She reached into a packing box, finding her dog-eared copy of The Mis-
placed Motive—her debut novel. A runaway success. The Tammy from

then could never have imagined her situation now. She traced its spine
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before placing it on the shelf beside her gran’s vintage Agatha Christie
collection.

Next came the photo of her and Sally at their college graduation, but she
returned it to the box. She was not ready to remember the good times with
the bad times still fresh.

Tammy’s shoulders slumped. Six days of driving had caught up with her.
Her hands trembled as she filled a kettle. Earl Grey—her comfort tea. The
one constant through every upheaval.

Tammy kicked oft her shoes and curled up on the sofa. She sank into
the well-worn cushions, her earlier doubts lingering, but softened by the
cottage’s coziness. Here, away from the recent painful events, she could
find a different kind of peace—not perfect, but real.

As the sky grew dark, exhaustion settled in. She slipped under the quiltin
her bedroom, her body sinking into the comfortable mattress, and listened
to the unfamiliar sounds of her new home. Tomorrow would bring its own
battles with doubt, but for now, the little blue cottage offered shelter from

both the past and the future.



Chapter 2

“Good morning, Reinvention Day.” I might as well try to start with a
positive vibe.

Tammy threw off the covers, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and
padded across to the window. The rising sun painted the town in shades
of orange and pink, beckoning her to explore.

She tucked her feet into a pair of slippers and made her way to the
kitchen, brewing a steaming cup of coffee. As she stepped out onto the
porch, she inhaled deeply, the crisp morning air filling her lungs. The
dew-kissed grass glistened in the early light, inviting her into the garden.

Tammy set her mug on the railing and ventured into the lush greenery.
Her fingers trailed along delicate petals and rough leaves as she wandered
through the beds. Vibrant colors caught her eye—sunny yellow, deep pur-
ple, and soft pink. The sweet scent of lavender wafted from the side fence.

She paused at a cluster of creamy white flowers with tiny star-shaped
blooms. Elderflower. Tammy recognized it from her research for one of her
novels. Her expertise with plants centered around their lethal properties,
but that didn’t stop her from admiring their beauty. She bent over, breath-
ing in their subtle, honey-like fragrance. The garden was in full bloom,

despite the cottage being empty for some time.
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As she continued her exploration, several plants lay snapped in half. Del-
icate petals were strewn across the soil. She knelt, inspecting the damaged
flora. What happened here?

Tammy bit her lip. The broken stems and wilted leaves seemed to mock
her incompetence. Her fingers twitched to do something, but these were
living things requiring care she didn’t know how to give. She was unpre-
pared for this responsibility and feared she’d only make it worse.

She stood, brushing dirt from her knees. Something had been through
here—perhaps a rabbit or a gusty wind? Her mystery writer’s mind wanted
answers, but her gardener’s inexperience demanded help. Tammy made
a mental note to seek advice. Wasn’t that why she moved to Willow-
croft—for new experiences and to let new people in?

The last sip of coffee had gone cold. She stepped back inside to prepare
for the day. She had a town to explore.

Her sandals clicked against the sidewalk as she ambled toward the
square. The morning sun caught the store’s striped awnings—crisp white
paired with cherry red, ocean blue, and tangerine orange—creating a car-
nival-like canopy.

It was like walking into a Hallmark Christmas movie, minus the snow.
Unlike LA’s steel and glass, the century-old brick buildings wore their age
like a badge of honor, their weathered cornices telling stories of decades
past. A shopkeeper chatted with a mailman, both seemingly content to let
time flow at its own pace.

Remnants of streamers and deflated balloons hung around the lamp-
posts. Had she just missed a town event like a pie contest or a harvest fes-
tival? The kind of small-town events that filled cozy mysteries—the genre
she was considering for revitalizing her writing career. Thriller mysteries

were too stressful right now.
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The town hall clock chimed the quarter hour. Two women paused their
conversation to check the time—not by pulling out their smartphones, but
by glancing up at the tower itself, just as generations before them must have
done. In LA, she moved fast, always ready for a meeting or deadline. Here
even the pigeons’ struts were slower across the cobblestones, unworried
about being shooed away.

Spices and buttery pastry curled through the air, drawing a growl from
her stomach. She followed the scent to the Sweet Crumbs bakery, its sunny
yellow-and-white awning glowing beside the cool green-and-white stripes
of the bookstore next door.

Inside, a round, jolly woman greeted Tammy.

“Good morning, lovely!” the woman said as her rosy cheeks dimpled.
“I'm Mrs. Applewood. Welcome to our blissful bakery!”

Tammy returned the infectious energy with a cheesy grin.

“How are you settling in at the little blue cottage?” the woman asked.

“How did you know?”

“We’ve been expecting you. I helped make the sign on your door. I do
hope it was still there when you arrived.”

“Yes, it was, and such a thoughtful touch. Thank you.” Tammy extended
her hand across the counter. “I'm Tammy Rumbelow.”

Mrs. Applewood waved it oft and came around. “That won’t do, my
lovely. You’re one of us now.”

Before Tammy could react, two arms encircled her. Her body tensed, old
defenses snapping into place. Butas the seconds ticked by, something in the
hug felt different—no hidden agenda, no expectations. Like the damaged
plants in her garden, Tammy’s barriers needed tending. Did healing start
by accepting help? She leaned in, her rigid posture softening despite the
alarms blaring in her mind.

Tammy blinked back tears.
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“There now. You’ve been officially welcomed to town.” Mrs. Apple-
wood released Tammy and returned behind the counter as if the experience
was an everyday occurrence. “That cottage has been empty for too long.”

Tammy took a deep breath.

“Now, what can I get for you this fine morning? The cinnamon rolls are
straight out of the oven.”

Was this how people treated each other here? In LA, people rushed by,
eyes glued to their phones. Trust and real relationships were rare com-
modities. But Mrs. Applewood seemed genuine. An unfamiliar emotion,
yes, but that was the point of her second chance—learning to recognize
authenticity when it appeared.

Her stomach filled with pastries and her mind wrestling with possibility,
she left the bakery. The cynic in her waited for the other shoe to drop, but

a newer, braver part of her wondered if Willowcroft might be different.




