
Chapter 1

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 frst time in months, a ’icker ox hope sparked.

The realtorqs photos ox the little blue cottage with its xront porch and 
white picket xence, had set her heart alight. The interior was as enchanting 
as the eOterior, xeaturing an anti—ue writing desk where inspiration could 
strike.

Sn a whimvor perhaps out ox desperationvsheqd picked up the phone 
and bought it based on the pictures alone. Hhe had ne?er e?en ?isited the 
state bexore. Nad xate handed her a lixeline, or had she made the biggest 
mistake ox her lixe;

Bow, siO weeks later, Tammyqs fngers tightened around the steering 
wheel- ner?es and xanxare clashed in her stomach. This was itvher xresh 
start. Lut a xamiliar undercurrent ox doubt threatened to bubble to the 
surxace. Hhe turned oW the highway. The country roads, ’anked by dense 
xorests ox oak, maple, and pine, marked the last stretch ox her siOzday dri?e 
xrom Ios Angeles to Eillowcroxt.

Hhe rolled down the window. The crisp breePe tousled long, wa?y 
strands ox brown hair o?er her xace. Tammy inhaled, sa?oring the clean air. 
2t reminded her ox childhood summersvwhen lixe was untangled.
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As the miles stretched behind her, the hum ox the tires a constant 
companion, xragments ox her xormer lixe in IA surxaced. Tammyqs chest 
constricted at the memory ox her best manuscriptva boundaryzpushing 
idea. Lut sheqd ne?er seen it in print, at least not under her name. 2nstead, 
her rushed, uninspired replacement made it to the shel?es, the one cobbled 
together in the axtermath, her creati?ity xractured and trust shattered.

The book re?iews rang in her head. jBo emotional depth.Y jIacked 
soul.Y Tammy winced, acknowledging their bitter truth. Lut the one that 
stung the deepest9 jHheqs not Gust o?er xorty, sheqs o?er, xull stop.Y They 
don’t know the real story behind those pages.

j5ou can ne?er do anything right,Y her motherqs sneer boomed, reopenz
ing old wounds. 2t had taken years to —uiet the nagging doubts xrom her 
childhood, but the betrayal let those words ’ood back stronger than e?er. 
The steering wheel grew slick under her clammy palms.

A road sign came into ?iew, pro?iding a di?ersion. jEelcome to Eillowz
croxt. Township ”opulation 111. 4reater Eillowcroxt ”opulation C,é:U.Y

Will I tip the scales to an even thousand? Any distraction helped. Eas two 
thousand miles xar enough away to break xree;

As she entered the town, the street opened into a charming s—uare, its 
surxace co?ered with cobblestones. Dolorxul awnings o?er stores and cax&s 
lined the edges, and the smell ox baking pastries ho?ered in the air. Ner 
gaPe drixted upward and to the right, where a clock tower rose abo?e the 
rooxtops, its weather?ane catching the sunlight. At its base, a wooden sign 
marked a branching road9 jEillowcroxt Htate ”arkv“ntrance Ahead.Y 2t 
disappeared into a wall ox trees, their dense canopy hinting at the xorestqs 
depth.

Sn her lext, a bookstore caught her attention. The large bay window 
displayed her mystery seriesve?idence ox what sheqd once achie?ed. ”ride 
and pain tangled in her chest. Those books represented who sheqd been 
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bexore her lixe was rewritten without her consent. And bexore the doubt 
allowed her motherqs words to seep back in.

The town clock chimed, startling Tammy xrom her re?erie.  Hheqd 
stopped in the middle ox the road. Bo cars honked. Hundays, it seemed, 
were —uiet in Eillowcroxt. Hhaking oW her daPe, she checked the 4”HvE 
Dedar Iane was a xew minutes away.

The town xaded into green meadows. Mature trees dotted the landscape, 
and a glittering stream wo?e through the countryside. Tammyqs breath 
caught as she pulled her sedan up to the little blue cottage. 2t was more 
beautixul than the photos, despite its weathered paint. Flowers ran along 
the xence, their summery xragrance flling the air.

Tammy stepped out and stretched her dri?ingzweary body. Awe and 
trepidation swirled as she took in the place she would now call home. This 
was it9 her reboot. The haunted motel on Route FF ’ashed into her mind, 
with its ’ickering neon sign and whispers in the walls. Hol?ing that mystery 
had helped rekindle her creati?ity. Eould the inspiration last;

Hhe walked toward the gate, which creaked as it opened. The garden was 
lush with greenery and color. The porch stairs groaned under her xeet as 
she climbed. Ehat secrets would they spill ix they could talk;

A sign in cheerxul script hung on the door. jEelcome Nome, TammyGY
The simple gesture produced a tear. Maybe her mom was wrong. Hhe 

wiped at the drop. Or maybe they just haven’t met me yet.
Eind chimes sang abo?e her, their melody a counterpoint to her mothz

erqs ?oice. Hhe needed to learn to trust again, not Gust others, but her own 
instincts. Time to work on silencing her momqs ?oice while amplixying her 
own.

Hhe turned the doorknob.
Tammyqs heart skipped as she crossed the threshold into her new lixe. 

An earthy scent tickled her nose as she eOplored the li?ing room. The 
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wooden ’oor s—ueaked underxoot as her fngers brushed the ?el?ety arm ox 
a wellzworn chair. Hhe paused in xront ox the freplace, her palm resting on 
the cool, solid hearthstone. 2ts rough teOture anchored her to the moment. 
Hhe pictured winter e?enings reading by its orange glow. 

The creak ox  the  ’oorboards  xollowed her  into  the  kitchen.  The 
oldzxashioned sto?e stood like a relic ox simpler times, its metal surxace 
gleaming. The thought ox yeast rising in warm dough teased her senses, 
the imagined aroma almost real. Ner fngers itched to redisco?er the Goy ox 
bringing a recipe to lixe.

The bedroom beckoned neOt, its patchwork —uilt drawing her in. Hhe 
ran her hand o?er its une?en s—uares. Does each handsewn piece have a story? 
2n the corner, a small writing desk in?ited her to sit, open a notebook, and 
pour herselx onto the page.

jAhhh.Y The sanctuary sheqd been searching xor. But will it be enough?
Tammy mo?ed to the window. The silhouette ox the —uaint town center, 

with its prominent main s—uare and clock tower, came into ?iew. Hounds 
ox the countryside drixted invthe twittering ox birds and the swishing ox 
grass. A world away xrom the relentless traHc noise and sirens in IA.

Hhe looked up, imagining stars sparkling in the dark, unspoiled by city 
lights. A dogqs bark brought her back to the present. Is this where I’ll find 
my happiness?

Ner fngers skimmed the walls as she returned to the li?ing room. The 
empty shel?es waited to be flled with her belongings and new memories. 
Sld wounds wouldnqt heal Gust because sheqd crossed state lines, but she 
had to try. Time to unpack.

Hhe reached into a packing boO, fnding her dogzeared copy ox The Mis-
placed Motivevher debut no?el. A runaway success. The Tammy xrom 
then could ne?er ha?e imagined her situation now. Hhe traced its spine 
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bexore placing it on the shelx beside her granqs ?intage Agatha Dhristie 
collection.

BeOt came the photo ox her and Hally at their college graduation, but she 
returned it to the boO. Hhe was not ready to remember the good times with 
the bad times still xresh.

Tammyqs shoulders slumped. HiO days ox dri?ing had caught up with her. 
Ner hands trembled as she flled a kettle. “arl 4reyvher comxort tea. The 
one constant through e?ery uphea?al.

Tammy kicked oW her shoes and curled up on the soxa. Hhe sank into 
the wellzworn cushions, her earlier doubts lingering, but soxtened by the 
cottageqs coPiness. Nere, away xrom the recent painxul e?ents, she could 
fnd a diWerent kind ox peacevnot perxect, but real.

As the sky grew dark, eOhaustion settled in. Hhe slipped under the —uilt in 
her bedroom, her body sinking into the comxortable mattress, and listened 
to the unxamiliar sounds ox her new home. Tomorrow would bring its own 
battles with doubt, but xor now, the little blue cottage oWered shelter xrom 
both the past and the xuture.



Chapter 2

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

Tammy threw oc the soveru, uwlng her fegu over the uide ob the ped, and 
kadded asrouu to the window. The riuing uln kainted the town in uhadeu 
ob orange and kinx, pesxoning her to eSkfore.

Ahe tlsxed her beet into a kair ob ufikkeru and made her way to the 
xitshen, prewing a uteaming slk ob socee. -u uhe utekked olt onto the 
korsh, uhe inhafed deekfy, the sriuk morning air Hffing her flngu. The 
dewVxiuued grauu gfiutened in the earfy fight, inviting her into the garden.

Tammy uet her mlg on the raifing and ventlred into the fluh greenery. 
—er Hngeru traifed afong defisate ketafu and rolgh feaveu au uhe wandered 
throlgh the pedu. Eiprant soforu salght her eyezulnny yeffow, deek klrV
kfe, and uobt kinx. The uweet usent ob favender wabted brom the uide bense.

Ahe kalued at a sfluter ob sreamy white ’oweru with tiny utarVuhaked 
pfoomu. Mfder’ower. Tammy resogniUed it brom her reuearsh bor one ob her 
novefu. —er eSkertiue with kfantu sentered arolnd their fethaf krokertieu, 
plt that didnYt utok her brom admiring their pealty. Ahe pent over, preathV
ing in their ulptfe, honeyVfixe bragranse. The garden wau in blff pfoom, 
deukite the sottage peing emkty bor uome time.
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-u uhe sontinled her eSkforation, ueveraf kfantu fay unakked in hafb. DefV
isate ketafu were utrewn asrouu the uoif. Ahe xneft, inukesting the damaged 
’ora. What happened here?

Tammy pit her fik. The proxen utemu and wifted feaveu ueemed to mosx 
her insomketense. —er Hngeru twitshed to do uomething, plt theue were 
fiving thingu reIliring sare uhe didnYt xnow how to give. Ahe wau lnkreV
kared bor thiu reukonuipifity and beared uheYd onfy maxe it worue.

Ahe utood, prluhing dirt brom her xneeu. Aomething had peen throlgh 
herezkerhaku a rappit or a gluty windC —er myutery writerYu mind wanted 
anuweru, plt her gardenerYu ineSkeriense demanded hefk. Tammy made 
a mentaf note to ueex advise. jaunYt that why uhe moved to jiffowV
srobtzbor new eSkerienseu and to fet new keokfe inC

The faut uik ob socee had gone sofd. Ahe utekked pasx inuide to krekare 
bor the day. Ahe had a town to eSkfore.

—er uandafu sfisxed againut the uidewafx au uhe ampfed toward the 
uIlare. The morning uln salght the utoreYu utriked awninguzsriuk white 
kaired with sherry red, osean pfle, and tangerine orangezsreating a sarV
nivafVfixe sanoky.

Ft wau fixe wafxing into a —affmarx Nhriutmau movie, minlu the unow. 
Onfixe ?-Yu uteef and gfauu, the sentlryVofd prisx plifdingu wore their age 
fixe a padge ob honor, their weathered sorniseu teffing utorieu ob desadeu 
kaut. - uhokxeeker shatted with a maifman, poth ueemingfy sontent to fet 
time ’ow at itu own kase.

Remnantu ob utreameru and de’ated paffoonu hlng arolnd the famkV
koutu. —ad uhe 8lut miuued a town event fixe a kie sonteut or a harveut beuV
tivafC The xind ob umaffVtown eventu that Hffed soUy myuterieuzthe genre 
uhe wau sonuidering bor revitafiUing her writing sareer. Thriffer myuterieu 
were too utreuublf right now.
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The town haff sfosx shimed the Ilarter holr. Two women kalued their 
sonveruation to shesx the timeznot py klffing olt their umartkhoneu, plt 
py gfansing lk at the tower ituefb, 8lut au generationu pebore them mlut have 
done. Fn ?-, uhe moved baut, afwayu ready bor a meeting or deadfine. —ere 
even the kigeonuY utrltu were ufower asrouu the soppfeutoneu, lnworried 
apolt peing uhooed away.

Akiseu and plttery kautry slrfed throlgh the air, drawing a growf brom 
her utomash. Ahe boffowed the usent to the Aweet Nrlmpu paxery, itu ulnny 
yeffowVandVwhite awning gfowing peuide the soof greenVandVwhite utrikeu 
ob the pooxutore neSt door.

Fnuide, a rolnd, 8offy woman greeted Tammy.
“Good morning, fovefy>” the woman uaid au her rouy sheexu dimkfed. 

“FYm &ru. -kkfewood. jefsome to olr pfiuublf paxery>”
Tammy retlrned the inbestiolu energy with a sheeuy grin.
“—ow are yol uettfing in at the fittfe pfle sottageC” the woman auxed.
“—ow did yol xnowC”
“jeYve peen eSkesting yol. F hefked maxe the uign on yolr door. F do 

hoke it wau utiff there when yol arrived.”
“Peu, it wau, and ulsh a tholghtblf tolsh. Thanx yol.” Tammy eStended 

her hand asrouu the solnter. “FYm Tammy Rlmpefow.”
&ru. -kkfewood waved it oc and same arolnd. “That wonYt do, my 

fovefy. PolYre one ob lu now.”
?ebore Tammy solfd reast, two armu ensirsfed her. —er pody tenued, ofd 

debenueu unakking into kfase. ?lt au the uesondu tisxed py, uomething in the 
hlg beft dicerentzno hidden agenda, no eSkestationu. ?ixe the damaged 
kfantu in her garden, TammyYu parrieru needed tending. Did heafing utart 
py assekting hefkC Ahe feaned in, her rigid koutlre uobtening deukite the 
afarmu pfaring in her mind.

Tammy pfinxed pasx tearu. 
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“There now. PolYve peen oAsiaffy wefsomed to town.” &ru. -kkfeV
wood refeaued Tammy and retlrned pehind the solnter au ib the eSkeriense 
wau an everyday osslrrense. “That sottage hau peen emkty bor too fong.”

Tammy toox a deek preath.
“Bow, what san F get bor yol thiu Hne morningC The sinnamon roffu are 

utraight olt ob the oven.”
jau thiu how keokfe treated eash other hereC Fn ?-, keokfe rluhed py, 

eyeu gfled to their khoneu. Trlut and reaf refationuhiku were rare somV
moditieu. ?lt &ru. -kkfewood ueemed genline. -n lnbamifiar emotion, 
yeu, plt that wau the koint ob her uesond shansezfearning to resogniUe 
althentisity when it akkeared.

—er utomash Hffed with kautrieu and her mind wreutfing with kouuipifity, 
uhe febt the paxery. The synis in her waited bor the other uhoe to drok, plt 
a newer, praver kart ob her wondered ib jiffowsrobt might pe dicerent.


