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  Welcome to the Hummingbird Cottage



Hello Hummingbird,

It’s unusual to write a letter to a stranger, but I received one, and who am I to break tradition?

When I moved in, my life was in a tailspin, and I had no clue what to do next. This cottage and the surrounding community became a safe space for me to learn more about myself and reconnect with my family.

More importantly, I witnessed the hand of God at work in my daily life. Until my stay in the cottage, I only had a vague understanding of what this verse means:




Romans 8:28 AMP — And we know [with great confidence] that God [who is deeply concerned about us] causes all things to work together [as a plan] for good for those who love God, to those who are called according to His plan and purpose.




Through the experiences I lived through at this cottage, I can tell you that God is deeply concerned about every aspect of your life. 

God has a plan that will surpass anything you can dream of or imagine for your life.

But walking out His plan means trusting Him even when it makes no sense. It means surrendering your will to Him, knowing He has your best interests in mind.

Take heart, Hummingbird. I prayed for you and believe that when you release your plans into God’s hands, He will work things out for your good.

C.
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Forearms braced against the baluster of his rooftop balcony, the cool night air played over Alistair Johnson’s skin.

“Did I make a mistake, Lord?” 

After years of dancing around the pretty single mother, it seemed time for him to make his interest known. His boldness had been deliberate—debonair, even. 

He’d all but declared his intention, making it clear he wouldn’t back down, that he was determined to pursue her. 

A smile broke through his tension as his muscles hummed with the memory of dancing with Naomi; of her arms looped around his neck, and in that one second where their eyes had connected, she’d gazed at him the way a woman did when she was interested in a man.

For a fleeting moment, she had forgotten their differences, the seven-year gap, everything but him—Alistair Malik Johnson, the guy who wanted to be her man so badly he could taste it. 

Then, just like that, she’d vanished. She had a new excuse not to linger every time she picked up Chloë from the library and ducked into stores if she glimpsed him elsewhere. It was downright insulting, the effort she put into avoiding him.

Perhaps he should take her advice and ask Cara out. A dull ache settled in his chest, and he rubbed at the spot through his shirt.

“Is that what I should do, God? Let her go?” He’d been pining over that woman for so long, he couldn’t visualize the first step to moving on with his life.

His head snapped up as the sharp, acrid scent of smoke stung his nose. Sniffing, he scanned the nearby buildings.

“Is that smoke?”

A bright, unmistakable orange glow to the left caught his attention.

Fire. 

Without hesitation, he ran to the balcony exit and down the steps without stopping for shoes. The rough asphalt bit into his soles.

“Please, Lord,” AJ pumped his arms, his chest aflame as he ran. “Don’t let anybody get hurt.”

Not knowing where the fire was, he followed his senses, bolting toward the heat and smoke.

Help, Lord. Please.

He hadn’t even stopped to pick up his phone. Surely a neighbor would call the fire department.

“Fire! Fire!” The word tore from his throat as he pumped his legs harder.

Veranda lights flickered on, and doors opened as his neighbors came out to see what had caused the uproar.

“Call the fire department!”

Please let someone realize he wasn’t crying wolf. Rounding the corner, his heart stuttered at the sight before him.

“Oh, no.”

Moving faster, he peered toward the woman in a printed cotton nightgown and a silk bonnet.

“AJ!” Tessa Tomlinson’s voice was high-pitched with worry, arms slung around Mattie and Chloë’s shoulders.

“Where’s Naomi?”

Tessa’s eyes widened. “She went back inside the house, something about papers for her business.”

Ignoring the rest of Tessa’s words, he lunged toward the smoke-shrouded house with stones nipping at his bare heels.

“Naomi!” AJ held his T-shirt up to cover his nose as he plunged into the house. “Please, Lord, protect us both.”

Hacking coughs caught his attention, and he strained his ears, lungs searing from the lack of air.

Following his instincts, he lunged right. Through the shifting haze, Naomi appeared, half-bent and clutching a plastic satchel of papers to her chest. Heat pressed against his face, stinging his eyes until they watered.

“Let’s go.” Hooking an arm around her waist, he anchored her to him, his grip firm as he hauled her through the gray smoke.

“No.” She clawed weakly at him, coughs rattling her body. “I have to get Chloë’s doll—it’s the one she sleeps with. She won’t—” Another cough wracked her. “She won’t sleep without it.”

Tightening his grip, AJ pulled her flush against his side despite her straining against him.

“No, you stubborn woman. Chloë needs her mother, not a toy.”

Her fight ebbed, his words cutting through where his strength alone hadn’t.

Two firefighters grabbed them as they stumbled from the house and shuffled them toward the waiting ambulance.

Thank You, Lord.

That could have been a lot worse.

* * *

Coughs tore through him, and he leaned forward while the EMT rubbed his back.

“Here,” Jay Sanders slipped an oxygen mask over AJ’s face the second he stopped coughing. “How long were you inside?”

With a shrug, AJ pictured oxygen flooding his lungs and held up five fingers.

“Five minutes?” Jay’s brow furrowed as he examined him.

Another shrug. AJ had no clue how long he’d been in there.

His sole intent when he rushed into that house had been to get Naomi out. He pulled away the mask, eyes doing a frantic search for her.

“Naomi is fine.” The EMT slid the mask back into place. 

“See?” Jay pointed to a cluster five feet away. “They’re checking her over, administering oxygen, and verifying if she needs to stay overnight at the hospital.”

The knot in his stomach loosened.

“Do you know how long she was inside?”

A shake of his head was all he could manage. Judging by the depth of her coughs, she’d been breathing that gray haze twice as long as he had.

What could have started the fire? Arson? 

That possibility didn’t hold up.

No one in their tight-knit community would set fire to someone’s home, especially not to one as well-loved as Naomi.

Had she left the stove on? Had Chloë struck a match and forgotten about it? 

He pushed himself to his feet, needing to burn off some of his excess energy. But the paramedic eased him back into a seated position.

“Relax. A few minutes more, and then you can go see your girl.”

His eyes snapped to Jay’s teasing stare.

Frustration and longing tangled in his chest. “She’s not… my woman.” 

The mask muffled his words.

“No?” The EMT quirked his brow. “You weren’t holding on to her at Ella’s reception as if she were a life raft and you were a drowning man?”

A sharp glare was AJ’s only response to the man he’d known since high school.

“Sorry,” Jay snickered. “Rescue puns are my thing.” 

Biting his tongue, he forced himself to breathe deeply, the scent of new plastic tainting his oxygen intake.

After an eternity, Jay removed the mask. “You should be fine, though your throat may be sore for several days.”

“Thanks.”

Jay smirked. “Don’t go rescuing any more damsels in distress.”

AJ drew in a breath of the smoke-tinted air, holding his breath to test if it would set off another coughing spell. 

When it didn’t, he turned his glare on Jay. “Stick to your day job.”

Pushing to his feet, AJ headed toward Naomi, the man’s laughter ringing in his ear. She wasn’t his woman yet, but he couldn’t help the question that looped through his mind.

Had the fire finally broken down the wall between them?
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With a groan, Naomi Hodges lifted an arm to her aching forehead. What had she been thinking, running into a burning house? It was as if she’d had a death wish.

Earlier, a distant crackle and pop pulled her from a fitful sleep. She jumped out of bed, bounding into Chloë’s room, and hustling out of the house. At the Tomlinsons’, she’d pounded on the door until Tessa opened it, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

Tessa had hurried inside to call the fire department. Returning with Mattie in tow, they’d taken the two girls to stand on the sidewalk in case the fire jumped over the hedge. Then—she didn’t know what had happened.

One second, she was standing with Tessa, Mattie, and Chloë, watching her house go up in flames. Then her feet had been in motion toward the blazing structure, her mind narrowed to the singular urge to save whatever she could from the fire.

It had been risky and foolish. Dangerous. And she didn’t know what would have happened if—

A man’s voice cut through her thoughts.

“I want to make sure she’s okay.”

Aching, she waved a weak hand for the EMT to let him through. It was the least she could do for the man who’d saved her life. A shudder racked through her body. What would have happened if he hadn’t come when he did?

She’d gone to the tiny home office first, grabbing the oversized pouch with documents for her business, along with the birth certificates for herself and Chloë. 

Her next thought had been to go upstairs for Chloë’s favorite doll, but the smoke had turned her around, and she’d lost her way.

Tears stung her eyes. She would’ve died in that fire if AJ hadn’t dragged her out.

Thank You, Lord.

The man was stronger than he looked. Their dance at Ella’s wedding had hinted at it; tonight confirmed it. And she had no business remembering that dance, even if the memory sent tingles down her spine.

Sara Walls, the EMT, shifted to make space beside her for AJ. Naomi braced herself for his berating.

“Are you alright?” He reached for her, his eyes skimming over her body, cataloging her.

“I’m fine.” Her cheeks heated. 

What he must think of her.

“It was… stupid… to run into… fire.” It was hard to speak with the oxygen mask over her face, but she had to get it out.

“It’s okay. I understand.” He squeezed her fingers, cutting her off. “You wanted to secure your important documents, so you and Chloë wouldn’t have to start over from scratch.”

“I…” Naomi blinked. “Yes, that’s… How did you… know?”

Awareness flickered into his eyes. “I just did.”

“Alright, that’s it.” Sara shifted back into position. “We need to get her to the hospital.”

“Why?” A cough rattled through Naomi’s chest, shaking her until she wheezed.

“That’s why.” Sara’s lips thinned.

“Chloë…” Naomi turned her head from side to side, searching for her daughter, but the tangle of first responders and curious neighbors blocked her view.

“She’s with Mattie and Tessa.” AJ tightened his grip. “I’ll tell them where you are.”

“Okay.” Naomi’s shoulders relaxed before tensing up again. A hospital stay would cut into their rainy-day fund—especially now that they no longer had a place to live.

* * *

With her lip clamped between her teeth, Naomi surveyed the lawn littered with her furniture. Neighbors must have dragged the pieces out to dry, but the gesture didn’t ease the knot in her chest.

This wasn’t good.

Most of it was ruined. Everything was soaked, smoke-stained, or blackened at the edges. Her fists flexed at her sides. 

What will I do, Lord? Everything I owned was in that house.

The house that the bank partially owned.

Naomi drew in a breath, steadying herself. She hadn’t built a business by quivering at hard things. Squaring her shoulders, she pushed open the door with trembling fingers.

The smell of damp ash slapped her, sharp and bitter.

“Eww!” She wrinkled her nose before stepping inside. 

The cozy living room she’d once loved bore the scars of water damage and smoke-stained walls. Her knees buckled, and for a heartbeat, she couldn’t breathe.

Where would she live? How could she raise Chloë in a destroyed house? Would insurance cover this?

The memory of flickering kitchen lights stabbed through her mind, and she flinched. If only she’d called the electrician sooner.

A rap on the door interrupted her thoughts. It creaked open, and someone called her name.

“Naomi?”

In her rush to the door, she almost tripped over her own feet. Pulling it wider, she stared up into Alistair’s concerned gray eyes.

“What are you doing here?”

“Checking on you. I asked Tessa to call me when you showed up.” One corner of his mouth lifted. “I had a feeling you’d try to do this alone.”

She bit the corners of her cheeks to stop herself from smiling. As wonderful as it was to be known and appreciated, she couldn’t catch feelings for this man. This young man. 

He had too much future ahead of him to be saddled with an older woman and her child.

AJ cleared his throat and leaned in, the simple action sending a thrill through her stomach. What was it about him that made her want to pull him closer instead of pushing him away, like she always did?

“How bad is the damage?”

“I don’t know.” She frowned. “I didn’t make it past the living room.”

He flashed a grin, and her knees went weak for a different reason.

“Aren’t you glad I showed up?” He slid his fingers between hers, and she let him.

It was a moment of weakness, her drawing strength from the closest person, and that was it. It had nothing to do with the way she felt strong, protected, and cared for as he walked beside her.

No.

Keeping her eyes fixed ahead, she stepped deeper into the wreckage of her home.

The kitchen was the worst—charred walls, melted appliances. The hard plastic casing of the toaster was a black puddle, and the metallic tang of burned wiring hung in the air. 

Swallowing the lump in her throat, she stared at what used to be her kitchen table.

“I bought it from Mr. Hansen on Garvey Street. It was one of my first major purchases after moving to Idlewood.” A half-smile curved her lips. 

“I believe he took pity on me. I was five months pregnant and deep into my nesting era.”

The older man had a reputation for being crotchety, but he’d been her hero that day.

“He delivered it so I wouldn’t have to worry about transporting it.”

“It’ll be fine, Naomi.” AJ brushed his thumb over her knuckles. “You’ll see.”

“Fine?” She whirled on him, sobs bubbling up. “This will never be fine. My furniture, our clothes…” Her eyes stung. “Everything is gone.”

“I’m sorry. I know you’ve lost a lot.” He placed his hands on her arms. “But you’re still here. Chloë is alive.”

Bending his knees, he met her gaze. “You two are more precious than any possession.”

Something about his words set off a thrum deep inside her. Did he mean precious to him? Her eyes scanned his. 

She wanted to believe him, to lean on him more than she already was. But she couldn’t. Her limbs felt brittle, as if they might break if she yielded.

As if sensing what she needed, he drew her into his arms, wrapping her in the comforting scent of leather and sandalwood.

“Everything will be fine.” His voice rumbled near her ear, and she gave herself a moment to cling to him. 

Tears streamed down her cheeks as she buried her face against his neck. “How do you know?”

“Have you forgotten?” His breath was warm against her ear. “All things work together for the good of those who love the Lord. The cattle on a thousand hills belong to God. He won’t let His daughter down. He’s got you.”

His words lodged deep in her soul. He was right. Why was she wailing over replaceable things when God had spared the most precious gifts—her and Chloë’s lives?

Pulling back, she wiped her cheeks.

“Thank you.” A fragile smile broke through. “I forgot who I belonged to for a second.”

“Happens to the best of us,” AJ shrugged. “I’ll be there for you to cry on anytime. In fact,” he stepped closer, “I’m ready to do other things if you’ll let me.”

Her cheeks heated. Looking away from his probing stare, she ran her sweaty palms down the jeans Tessa had loaned her and backed up.

“Let’s check out the rest of the place.”

Scurrying ahead, Naomi didn’t care if he pegged her for a coward. She was terrified and wanted to be far, far away from this man who made her knees weak and her heart long for impossible things.

This time, she wasn’t fleeing physical flames, but the terrifying possibility that Alistair Johnson might be exactly what she needed.
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