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      Escape to Blueberry Hill, where second chances bloom and new beginnings are always within reach…

      

      In the first book, Tara found out her husband had lost all their money and had cheated on her with a woman the same age as her daughter. Married right after college and with no employable skills, Tara found herself adrift. After settling into the cottage she inherited from a distant aunt, Tara met Will, a man from her past. They’re getting to know each other all over again. This time she’s taking things slow.

      But Tara isn’t the only one starting over…

      Evan and Emily, Tara’s eldest son and her daughter-in-law, are preparing for the arrival of their first baby. Yet, with Evan’s demanding career in Seattle pulling him away, Emily longs for safety and simplicity. As tensions rise, they’ll have to decide what kind of life they truly want. For themselves and their growing family.

      For Ally, the middle daughter, moving to Blueberry Hill after a toxic relationship was her chance to reclaim her independence. She’s pouring everything into her flower business and the tiny house she’s building. Love is not on the agenda, especially not with her mysterious new neighbor, Colton Matthews. Once a Major League Baseball star, Colton is hiding from the world, and perhaps from himself. But as sparks fly between them, Ally must decide if she’s ready to open her heart again, or if her past will keep her from the future she deserves.

      And then there’s Christina, the youngest daughter, who’s been keeping secrets. While the rest of the family wonders if there’s someone new in her life, the truth behind her long weekends might surprise them all.

      The Apple Orchard is a heartwarming story of second chances, family bonds, and the quiet beauty of starting over. Cozy up with Tara and her family as they discover that sometimes, the life you’ve always needed is waiting for you in the most unexpected place. Perfect for fans of Robyn Carr, Pamela Kelley, and Debbie Macomber, this cozy, feel-good novel will sweep you into the warmth of Blueberry Hill, where second chances are never out of reach and the comfort of family is always close at hand.
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      Tara sat in the Adirondack chair at the edge of the dock, a steaming cup of coffee in her hands, a soft fleece throw draped across her lap to keep out the crisp chill of the fall morning. The sun was beginning to rise, casting soft, golden light over the mist-covered lake. The water was as still as a mirror, reflecting the trees that bordered the lake, their leaves still clinging to the deep greens of late summer. In a couple of weeks, those same trees would transform, leaves turning brilliant shades of red, orange, and yellow, attracting tourists from miles around to the sleepy little town of Blueberry Hill. For now, though, everything was quiet and still, as if the lake was hers alone for just a moment longer. The houses across the lake were second homes for people from New York to Florida. She took a sip of the coffee with a bit of cinnamon sprinkled on the top, savoring the warmth as she watched the mist drift lazily across the lake, the smell of pine and fresh mountain air filling her lungs.

      Time. When she was young, it passed so slowly that at times Tara thought she’d never turn twenty-one, but now? Time sped up and passed in a blur, leaving her dizzy. A little over six months. That was how long it had been since her life had imploded and she’d grabbed onto the cottage like a lifeline, leaving Miami for the mountains. So much had changed since Harry dropped the bombshell on her during her birthday party. The affair, the financial ruin, the divorce. But in some strange way, she was beginning to feel grateful for it all. The betrayal that had once threatened to crush her had instead become the catalyst for a new chapter, one that was hers to write.

      Back then, she’d been lost, adrift in a life that had suddenly fallen apart. The house, the car, the stability she had known for decades—gone. But with the inheritance of Aunt Frida’s cottage in this small mountain town of Blueberry Hill, Tara had found something unexpected. Herself.

      The cottage was old, full of junk, and in desperate need of updates when she arrived, but like her, it had good bones. As the weeks passed, with the help of Will Dixon, her old high school flame, who had turned up quite serendipitously, it had been transformed into a cozy retreat, the perfect starting point for her new life. There were no more holes in the front porch. The kitchen had been renovated, adding robin’s-egg-blue appliances, and the attic had become her creative space, where at first she sewed shorts and sundresses to sell in town, and had turned into a deal designing clothes under her own label, The Blueberry Cottage. Now, the expansive attic space that ran the entire length of the house was also where she spent time working out the classes she was now teaching.

      Tara smiled to herself, thinking about how far she had come. It wasn’t just the house that had changed; it was her perspective on life. Gone was the woman who once catered to Harry’s every whim, the wife who had molded herself into the background to keep the peace. She had rediscovered the woman she had been before marriage and children, the woman who loved to create, who found joy in nature, and who wasn’t afraid to be alone.

      Each of her children had reacted differently to the divorce and her move to Blueberry Hill. Evan, her oldest, had been shocked by how quickly everything had unraveled. He had been working hard in Seattle, striving for a promotion while his wife Emily dealt with the emotional rollercoaster of pregnancy. The two of them had come to visit for Labor Day, and while they had shared moments of joy, there had also been tension. Especially as Evan’s work-life balance tipped dangerously towards his father’s example. Emily had been the voice of reason, wanting to move to a quieter life near Tara and the lake, but Evan was still caught in the rat race. Tara hoped he would come to his senses before it was too late, but she knew from experience that some lessons had to be learned the hard way.

      Then there was Christina, her youngest, who had taken the divorce the hardest. For years, Christina had been her father’s biggest cheerleader, and it had taken time for her to see him as the selfish man he really was. The turning point had been when Mandy, Harry’s much younger mistress, had kicked him out after their baby was born. It turned out Mandy had no interest in being Harry’s emotional caretaker. It was only then that Christina had begun to repair her relationship with Tara. And with the unexpected arrival of Ryan, the teenage son Harry had refused to acknowledge, Christina had cut ties with her father, and had truly stepped up. She had taken Ryan in, offering him the stability and care his father never could. Now, she had a growing bond with her new half-brother and said she’d bring him to Blueberry Hill for a visit.

      Ally, always the pragmatic one, had left Milwaukee, moving in with Tara during the early days. After breaking up with her unreliable boyfriend, she had found solace in the mountains, throwing herself into her new flower business. Tara smiled, thinking of the acres of sunflowers and the plans Ally had for the next year. She had even moved into the modern glass-and-wood pool house next door, taking care of the owners’ mail and pool while they lived overseas. Ally’s independence had blossomed, and Tara had never been prouder of her daughter for following her heart. But while Ally was in Asheville for a weekend, a group of kids renting the house next door had thrown a party that had gotten out of control, ending up with them burning the house and pool house to the ground, along with everything Ally owned, except for what she’d taken on her trip to Asheville.

      Tara took a deep breath of the cool air, feeling at peace. The rhythm of her new life was a welcome change from the fast-paced whirlwind that had been her former existence. Blueberry Hill was quiet, sure, but it was also full of warmth. The town had embraced her, from Mary at Spilled Milk to Jameson, the local lawyer who had helped her settle into the cottage. And then there was Will.

      Will had drifted back into her life like the summer breeze. Unexpected, but somehow exactly what she needed. They weren’t rushing into anything, but there was a comfort between them, a shared history and understanding that made even the simplest of moments feel special. He had lost his wife, Emma, to leukemia years ago and, like Tara, had been working through his past to find a way forward. Perhaps that’s why they fit so well together, two people quietly healing and rediscovering what it meant to live fully again, to enjoy one another’s company.

      Tara stretched her arms as she stood and turned back toward the cottage, the mug dangling from her fingers. The screen door creaked as she stepped inside, the smell of coffee filling the air. It was going to be a busy day. She had two designs to submit today, and she was meeting with Will to discuss adding a bathroom to the attic space. With all of her kids coming for the holidays, she wanted to have enough room for everyone. There was also a large storage room on the first floor that would make a wonderful bedroom as soon as Will added a closet and another window. For the first time in years, she wasn’t dreading the day and worrying about Harry’s mood when he arrived home. Instead, she was looking forward to every minute, to savoring the change of seasons, and spending time with Wil.

      The pain of Harry’s betrayal had faded into something dull and distant, like an old scar you barely noticed anymore. Tara had found something far more precious than she ever could have imagined. A sense of peace, a new purpose, and the freedom to be wholly, unapologetically herself.
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      Ally slipped out of the house and wandered across the frost-kissed yard, her red Hunter boots crunching softly over the grass. The morning light filtered through the trees, casting long shadows across the lawn as the sun slowly rose over the distant hills. A couple of weeks ago it had been in the upper seventies and the leaves had been green, the gardens full to bursting with the last of the tomatoes, bell peppers, jalapeños, and herbs. The chilly breeze off the lake tugged at the edges of her flannel jacket, a reminder that fall had arrived, not just in bursts of fiery leaves, but in the crisp bite of the air.

      Mist hovered above the water, soft and ghostly as she paused near the lake’s edge to watch a turtle on a log. The faint scent of pine needles mixed with the earthy dampness of decaying leaves, and somewhere in the distance, the call of a hawk echoed, lonely and high-pitched. Ally took a deep breath of mountain air, the sharp freshness invigorating.

      Beyond the greenhouse was a patch of land tucked between a cluster of towering pines and a maple tree that was starting to show a few fiery orange leaves. That’s where she imagined the tiny house. Not super tiny, but around six hundred square feet. Really more of a granny flat than a tiny house. But to her, a flat sounded like an apartment in London, so even though technically it was a granny flat, Ally called it her tiny house.The space would be all hers, nestled among the trees with sunlight streaming through floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lake with a stained glass window that she planned to make herself. The one she’d made for her greenhouse after taking a class had come out beautifully, featuring carrots lettuce with a multi-colored border. Will had taken out the top window on the back door and replaced it with her creation. Every time she walked out the back door of the greenhouse it made her happy to see the bright colors.

      The thought of participating in the construction of her own home sparked a fluttering inside her chest. When her mom had renovated the old Sears catalog house she’d inherited, Will had put her in touch with Todd, the guy in charge of the class at the vocational high school. The kids were supervised as they worked on a project and learned by doing. They worked with certified electricians, plumbers and the like to check over the kids’ work. It took longer but saved a lot of money as the labor was free. After talking with Todd, Ally was so excited to create her own space that she’d come outside to walk around the lake, not caring it was cold.

      Apparently, the current project the class had been working on hadn’t taken as long as they thought, so Ally was next in line. Hopefully they’d be able to pour the foundation and get the walls up before the temperatures dropped below freezing.

      Her mom’s property was originally a little over eight acres, but Ally knew that Will had purchased the five acres from the people whose house had burned down. They were planning to build a vacation home in Florida and sold the property to Will. He planned to give it to her mom for Christmas. The best thing about it? The pool hadn’t been damaged so they would have a swimming pool to enjoy next summer.

      Now there were extensive gardens on the property with raised beds full of vegetables, a herb garden, several vertical planters full of strawberries which kept the slugs and bunnies away, and of course the greenhouses. The orchard contained several varieties of apple trees, pears, peaches, figs, plums, along with a few pecan and chestnut trees. Four fields were dedicated to her organic flower business, and since her mom had ended up remodeling the attic for her workspace, Ally planned to dedicate the empty greenhouse to orchids. And not that she was getting ahead of herself... okay, maybe she was, but it would be so much fun to have a chicken coop and goose coop built. The runner ducks she’d seen on social media were adorable, and as much as everyone liked eggs, it would be nice to have their own. Who knows? Maybe she’d even get a couple of goats and hire them out to eat kudzu and other brush for people to bring in a bit of money to help feed the animals.

      The small greenhouses had been built using old salvaged windows. They were utterly charming with the mismatched windows and old brick floors. There was even an old hand pump for water from a spring between the two buildings. It had been a workout getting the old pump going, but now it was easy to pump the water.

      It had only been a couple of weeks since she’d moved back in with her mom, ever since the accident next door. The house where she’d been house-sitting had burned down during a wild party thrown by a bunch of teenagers. By the time the fire department arrived, it was too late. Gone. Ally had lost everything except what she’d taken on the weekend getaway to Asheville. Some days Ally felt like she was moving forward, building a new life. But others? Other days it seemed like she was spinning in circles and not making any real progress at all.

      “You’re up early.” Her mom’s voice drifted toward her from the patio, breaking through her thoughts. Ally turned to see her mother standing on the patio, wearing a chocolate colored sweater and a pair of jeans, her hair loose around her shoulders, a steaming mug of coffee in her hand. She looked younger since she’d left Ally’s dad, happier.

      “I wanted to see the angle of the sun in the morning.” She shrugged, a sheepish look on her face. “You probably think I’m silly wanting to know how the sun will hit the house during the day.”

      “Not at all.” Her mom sat in one of the chairs, waiting for Ally to join her. “You’ve lived on your own long enough to know what you want. A small cottage is practical. It’s small and manageable, makes perfect sense to me.”

      “Maybe,” Ally murmured, her voice wavering as she sat across from her mom. “But what if I’m biting off more than I can chew?” Doubt crept in again, a familiar weight settling in her chest.

      Her mom gave her a warm smile, her presence reassuring as Ally told her what she’d been thinking. “Honey, you’ve already done so much more than you give yourself credit for. Ending a bad relationship, moving out here, and starting your own business. That’s huge.” She paused, her brow furrowing slightly, as if she were weighing her words. “Most people would have crumbled under half of that.”

      The gentle rustling of the trees filled the silence between them, a few red and orange leaves tumbling across the yard on the breeze. Ally pressed her lips into a thin line, unsure if she believed her mom’s words. Sure, she had made strides, but what if they were only temporary? What if this was just another distraction, another bad decision?

      “It’s different now,” she murmured, shifting in the chair. “There’s this pressure to... I don’t know, figure everything out. Like I should already know where my life is headed by now, and I don’t. I don’t want to fail.”

      It was as if Ally could see her mom thinking as she took a long, thoughtful sip from her mug, her eyes never leaving Ally’s face. “Failure isn’t the end of the road,” she said after a moment, her tone soft but firm. “It’s part of the process. You learn from it, regroup, and keep going. You don’t have to have everything figured out right now, sweetheart.”

      Ally turned to face her mom fully, searching her face for something—maybe reassurance, maybe validation. “But you did. You figured it out.”

      This time, her mom arched a brow, her lips twitching into a small smile. “Did I? I was twenty-three when I got pregnant with Evan. Married your dad because I thought that’s what life was supposed to look like. I didn’t figure out what I wanted until recently.” She looked away, her gaze settling on the lake, as if lost in a memory. “It took me a long time to realize that life isn’t something you figure out in one go. It’s something that unfolds, sometimes in ways you don’t expect.”

      The knot in her chest tightened as she swallowed. There was truth in her mom’s words. But the uncertainty of it all, the not knowing if she was on the right path, gnawed at the edges of her confidence, threatening to unravel the fragile hope she was trying to hold onto. So many of her old friends from college were married with kids and seemed to have life figured out while she was still floating through life.

      “How about we take it one step at a time? We don’t have to figure out your whole life today. Let’s start with something simple. How about we decorate the cottage for fall?” Her mom finished her coffee and stood, waiting for her to make up her mind.

      Ally hesitated, the weight of her thoughts still pressing down on her. “Okay,” she said quietly, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “I can handle that.”
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      The storage room under the eaves in the attic had been painted a cheery apple green.

      “You put a chandelier in a storage room?”

      Her mom laughed, the sound warming Ally through. “And the woodland wallpaper.” She shrugged. “Even small spaces should be beautiful.” Tara went up on her tiptoes and pulled the box from the shelf. She’d painted the shelves white and the flooring was a gray wood.

      “Remember that craft festival Will and I went to in Abingdon?” Her mom said, holding up a handmade pottery squirrel. “Sara Reese is a potter and makes the most adorable animals.”

      She pulled out another box and opened it. Each box was clearly labeled with its contents. Talk about organized. “I found these candlesticks with the squirrels around the bases and those pumpkin dishes on clearance on the way home at some little thrift shop.”

      Ally nodded, smiling at the squirrel with an acorn in its mouth. “And you made the throw pillows and placemats that you put out today?”

      “I thought it was time for fall colors.” Tara smiled, holding up a navy table runner with appliquéd pumpkins on it. “Patty sent this to me.” This time her mom’s face fell.

      “How’s she doing?” Ally asked. The thought of being diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s made her feel like she couldn’t breathe. One of her biggest fears was being helpless, unable to communicate her needs.

      “Not very good.” Tara sighed. “The boys are living on campus at the University of Florida which is good, but Matt called and said they’re selling the house. He’s going to move into a condo and Patty.” Her mom’s voice broke. “Once they sell the house, Patty is going to move into a memory care unit close by. It just breaks my heart. She’s been my best friend since school.”

      Ally took the boxes from her mom. “I’m really sorry. She was always so much fun. I can’t imagine how hard it is watching her change.” She carried the decorations downstairs as her mom told her more about the woman Ally always remembered as having a cigarette and drink in her hand, laughing and enjoying every minute of life. “Christina said she’d go by and see how Patty is doing once Matt gets her settled.”

      As Ally helped her mom decorate, she folded back layers of tissue paper, smiling as she held up the leaves. They’d gathered leaves a week ago, dipping them in a mixture of glycerin and water, then letting them sit for four days. Once dry, they intended to use them under the dinner plates and scattered around the house. “These came out so good. We should do some more once the leaves are at their peak color.”

      “And maybe a few after they’ve turned brown so we can use them with the Thanksgiving dishes.” Her mom set the brass candlesticks on the table, topping them with ivory pillar candles.

      The flicker of the pumpkin spice candle her mom had lit cast a golden glow over the coffee table, and the knitted blankets draped over the sofa made everything feel softer, more inviting. Her mom hummed quietly as she worked, and by lunch time they’d transformed the cottage from summer to fall. For the first time since finding out about the fire, Ally swore she could breathe easier. While this might be a temporary home, somehow her mom had made her feel like she belonged and wasn’t a guest.

      “Let’s take a break,” her mom said, stirring a pot on the stove with a satisfied smile. “I made vegetable soup and picked up a loaf of sourdough bread when I went to town.”

      Ally nodded, grateful for the pause. “That sounds amazing. I thought I’d make my teriyaki meatballs for dinner.”

      “With rice,” her mom said. “That would be perfect. Since you’re going to cook, I’ll clean up.”

      After lunch and a cup of cocoa, they got to work, starting on the apple butter first. The kitchen was warm, the smell of apples and cinnamon filling the air. On the counter were baskets of freshly picked apples, their skins gleaming in shades of red, yellow, and green. Tara stood near the stove with a large wooden spoon in hand, stirring a pot of thick apple butter that bubbled gently, filling the room with its rich, spiced aroma.

      Ally picked up a crisp Crimson Crisp apple from the basket, bringing it to her nose to breathe in its sweet fragrance. The apple was cool in her hand, its skin smooth and taut. She took a bite, the juicy flesh bursting with flavor and crunching satisfyingly between her teeth. “These apples taste so good. I love a good crunchy apple.”

      Gleaming rows of glass jars lined the kitchen table waiting to go into the pot of hot water to be sterilized. The metal lids and rims shone in the soft afternoon light as her mom used the tongs to pull out a hot jar. “We should plant a few more trees. Any extra that we don’t eat or can, we could donate to the food pantry in town.”

      “That’s a great idea.” Ally finished putting the jars in the canner to sterilize them. “I heard from Julie, outside of town. She said I can come by and dig up as many cattails as I want for the drainage ditch out front.” She wanted to add as many plants as possible around the property and the fact that they were so useful was a bonus. They could be eaten, parts of them used as an antiseptic, and they could be used to make clothing, among other things. Not that she had any plans for them at this point other than liking how they looked.

      “Here, taste this.” Her mom took a spoonful of the apple butter from the pot and blew on it gently before holding it out to Ally.

      Leaning in, Ally took a small taste from the spoon. Warm and velvety on her tongue, the apple butter was rich with cinnamon, nutmeg, and a hint of cloves. It embodied the essence of fall, a perfect blend of sweet and spiced, allowing the apples’ natural flavor to shine through.

      “It’s perfect,” she said, smiling. “Evan will want some. We should make more next year.”

      As Ally peeled the apples for the apple sauce and apple pie filling, her mom ladled the apple butter into the hot jars. Once they were in the canner, her mom helped her finish up the apples. The scent of cinnamon sticks and cloves soon joined the air, mingling with the apples and creating a heady mixture that made her mouth water.

      “Smells like Thanksgiving,” Ally murmured, her voice soft as she got lost in the comfort of the moment.

      They worked in comfortable silence, occasionally pausing to chat about small things like the weather, the upcoming holidays, and the plans for Ally’s tiny house. She showed her mom the idea board she’d created and her mom made several good decisions like including a pocket door for the pantry to give her more room, a pull out trash can in the kitchen, and using drawers in place of some of the bottom cabinets.

      The applesauce bubbled away, the smell wafting through the house and permeating their clothes.

      Tara grabbed one of the Ball jars and carefully ladled applesauce into it, the mixture slipping into the glass with a satisfying “plop.” She wiped the rim of the jar clean with a bit of vinegar and placed a sterilized lid on top, securing it with the metal ring. The sound of a jar of apple butter sealing made a soft click on the counter as they placed jars of applesauce into the canner.

      Once the applesauce was done, they made the apple pie filling and canned it as well. It would taste divine over the winter.

      When all the jars were filled and sealed, Tara loaded the last batch into the canner. The sound of the boiling water filled the kitchen as Ally wiped her brow.

      “That’s the last of them,” Tara said, wiping her hands on a towel before resting her hands on the kitchen counter as they looked at the rows of jars on the counter. The kitchen was quiet now, save for the occasional pop of sealing jars and soft music playing through the speakers.

      As they enjoyed a glass of sweet tea, a knock on the door echoed through the house, cutting through the quiet. Tara rose to answer it, and moments later, Will entered the kitchen, a bluish pumpkin in his arms.

      “Thought you might need some more pumpkins for the porch,” he said with a grin, setting the pumpkin down on the counter. “I left the rest on the front porch.”

      Her mom rose to give him a kiss on the cheek. “I love all the heirloom pumpkins, so many different shapes, colors, and sizes.”

      It was nice to see her mom happy, to see what a healthy relationship looked like. Will was a good guy, and he was handy, which Ally was coming to appreciate.

      “I’ve got something else to show you two.” He led the way outside, where his truck sat parked in the driveway. In the back, a beautifully crafted wooden potting bench stood, its wood smooth and polished, along with a drying rack for squashes and herbs.

      “I figured this might come in handy for your business,” Will said, patting the bench with a proud smile.

      “It’s beautiful.” Ally’s breath caught in her throat as she ran her hands over the smooth wood, feeling the love and care that had gone into creating it. “You made this?”

      “Yep,” Will said, a hint of pride in his voice. “Your mom said she wanted to make pumpkin butter so I figured the drying rack would come in handy.”

      Tara stepped forward, her eyes twinkling as she inspected the craftsmanship. “It’s perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

      Eyes warm, Will smiled. “Glad you both like them. Let’s get the pumpkins set up on the porch before the sun goes down.”

      The three of them worked together, arranging the pumpkins along the steps, hanging swags of dried leaves and pinecones on the porch, and turning on the fairy lights. As the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in shades of pink and lavender, they stood back to admire their work. A sense of warmth filled the air, mingling with the crisp autumn breeze, and as laughter echoed around them, Ally decided her life was perfect just the way it was. She was going to swear off men for a while, focus on herself, and figure out what she wanted out of life.
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      Colton Matthews peered around a display of chips, tugging the brim of his baseball cap lower as if it could somehow make him invisible. Spilled Milk was a small grocery store with a small old-fashioned lunch counter in the back. From his hiding place, he could see several mismatched chairs and a hodgepodge of wooden tables. The floors creaked underfoot, and the air was warm, thick with the scent of brewing coffee and something sweet, likely the freshly baked muffins in the display case by the counter. Despite the charm of the store, it was way too small for his liking. Why hadn’t he picked a city?

      Before he settled at the table in the far back corner, he shifted uncomfortably, eyes flicking to the door for a moment. No eye contact, he said to himself as he took slow, measured breaths. He hadn’t had the energy to venture farther out of town to grab coffee, and here, in the town store, anonymity felt like a fleeting thing. Already, he’d caught a few glances thrown his way. People whispering, their curiosity palpable.

      He ordered a black coffee and a blueberry muffin. The same thing he’d been ordering every day in the off season, for years, back when his life had been simpler. Before everything had gone sideways. Safe. Familiar. Even though nothing else in his life felt that way anymore.

      As he waited for his order, Colton absently traced the jagged scar that ran down his forearm through the sleeve of his shirt. A bitter reminder of the skiing accident that had ended his career. He’d never been much for skiing, had no business being on the slopes at all, really. But when you’re a professional athlete, promotional events are part of the gig. Smile for the cameras, sign autographs, shake hands with corporate sponsors. It was all part of the game. Until it wasn’t. Until one wrong move left his elbow shattered, his wrist twisted beyond repair. The Golden Arm, reduced to a mess of pins and screws.

      “Order up!” Mary’s voice broke through his thoughts, pulling him back to the present. The owner of Spilled Milk was behind the counter, her bright red hair pulled back into a bun, a smile on her face that seemed permanently etched there. Colton eased out of the chair, his back protesting, and made his way over, careful to avoid making eye contact with the customers scattered about the shop.

      If she recognized him, she didn’t show it, as she greeted him with the same friendly warmth she seemed to show every patron. “Coffee and a muffin,” she said, handing him his order. “You here on vacation?”

      He forced a smile, grateful for her discretion. “Just moved here.”

      “Welcome” she said, the cheerfulness in her voice genuine. “Blueberry Hill’s a nice place. You picked a good time to come. The leaves are about to change and the weather is perfect for hiking. Plenty of breathtaking views around.”

      Colton nodded, taking his coffee with a quiet “Thanks,” before retreating back to his table. The last thing he needed was to get roped into a conversation. People in towns like these, they always wanted to know your story. And his story? Not up for discussion. He was done being the center of someone else’s curiosity.

      He took a seat, the warmth of the coffee finally seeping into his hands, bringing some relief to the tension that had been building up in his chest. The muffin sat untouched on the table in front of him. He wasn’t really hungry, but eating seemed like something a normal person would do. And normal was what he was trying to be, wasn’t it?

      For a few minutes, he let himself relax, watching the steady stream of people come and go, lost in their own lives, unaware of who he was. It was a nice change. But that peace was short-lived.

      The bell above the door jingled, followed by the sound of heels clicking against the wooden floor. Colton didn’t have to look up to know who it was as the scent of Tom Ford’s Black Orchid perfume permeated the air. The same perfume his ex wore.

      Francesca Monroe, the owner of the local bookstore, had introduced herself the day he’d arrived, asking for directions when his phone died as he rolled into town. He didn’t know where he’d tossed the charger in the big black Range Rover, and didn’t feel like hunting for it. She was the kind of person who was larger than life, even in a town as small as this one. The kind with boundless energy and a constant smile, the kind who was everyone’s friend whether they wanted to be or not. He shuddered, thinking of someone like that turning her attention on him.

      “Colton Matthews!” she exclaimed, voice carrying through the small shop like a clap of thunder as several customers looked his way, hands already going for their phones.

      He flinched. So much for flying under the radar. “Hi, Francesca,” he muttered as she slid into the chair across from him, her auburn hair catching the light as she grinned at him.

      “I knew it was you!” she said triumphantly, as if this were some great victory. “I told Mary you looked familiar when you stopped in the bookstore asking for directions, but she didn’t believe me. Told me I was imagining things.”

      Colton forced a smile, trying to keep his irritation in check as he noticed a guy in the aisle, a bag of cookies in his basket, take a picture of him.

      Francesca leaned in closer, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Well, it’s not every day a former Major League Baseball star moves to our little town, now is it?” She grinned like she had uncovered some great secret. “Everyone’s been wondering what brought you here.”

      Colton’s pulse quickened, the old familiar anxiety creeping up his spine. This was exactly what he didn’t want. “Fresh air,” he lied, his voice smooth as he took another sip of coffee. “I like the mountains.”

      Unaware of the edge in his tone, Francesca continued chattering away. “Well, you’ve certainly picked the right place. But I’ll warn you. People here can be... curious. Gotta give them something to talk about, or they’ll make up their own stories.” She laughed lightly.

      Colton clenched his jaw, forcing a tight smile. Inside, though, he was screaming. He didn’t want to give anyone anything. Didn’t want to explain how his career had ended in one freak accident or how his ex-girlfriend had left him a month later, moving on to the next big thing. He just wanted to disappear.

      Before he could respond, the bell above the door jingled again, and a group of teenagers strolled in, filling the small space with their noisy chatter. Colton immediately tensed, his eyes narrowing as he caught sight of one of the boys wearing a Kansas Tornadoes cap.

      “Hey!” one of the kids shouted, his voice much too loud. “That’s Colton Matthews, isn’t it? The Golden Arm!”

      Colton’s stomach twisted into knots. That name felt like a slap, like a reminder of everything he’d lost. He forced himself to look at the boy, offering a tight-lipped smile. “Yeah, that’s me.”

      The kid’s eyes widened in awe, his friends elbowing each other and whispering excitedly. “Man, you were amazing!” he said. “I used to watch you pitch all the time.”

      Colton’s heart pounded, a familiar nausea rising in his gut. “Thanks,” he said quietly, hoping they’d leave it at that.

      But of course, they didn’t.

      “Do you still pitch?” the boy asked, completely oblivious to the weight of his question.

      Colton’s knuckles turned white as his grip tightened around his coffee cup. “No,” he said flatly. “Not anymore.”

      The boy’s face fell, confusion clouding his eyes. “Oh... that sucks.”

      “Yeah,” Colton muttered, forcing a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “It does.”

      There was an awkward pause before one of the boy’s friends piped up. “You should coach! Our high school has a team, bet they could use someone like you.”

      Colton’s jaw clenched. Coaching. Everyone always brought that up, as if it were the natural next step. Like stepping onto a field again wouldn’t tear him apart. “I’m not interested,” he said, his voice sharper than he intended.

      The boys exchanged glances before muttering quiet goodbyes, retreating to a table near the front of the shop.

      Francesca cleared her throat, offering a sympathetic smile. “They mean well, you know. People here get excited about anything new.”

      “Yeah,” Colton muttered, draining the last of his coffee. “I should get going.”

      Before he could escape, Francesca handed him a flyer. “We’re having an author event at The Lonely Pen next week. You should come. It’ll be fun. Low-key. No one asking about baseball.” She winked.

      He shoved the flyer into his pocket without even looking at it. “Maybe.”

      Outside, the cool mountain air hit his face like a slap, as he breathed in deeply, trying to calm the tightness in his chest. He started walking, not really caring where he was going—just needing to move. His hand went instinctively to his jacket pocket, fingers brushing against the flyer Francesca had given him.

      Maybe he should go. Maybe being a part of the community wouldn’t be so bad. But then again, maybe this was all just a temporary pit stop on his way to nowhere.

      The mountains loomed in the distance, their autumn colors just beginning to show. Somewhere out there, life was moving on, quietly, without the weight of expectations. Colton envied that. The trees, the mountains, they didn’t care who he used to be or what he’d lost. They didn’t ask questions. They minded their own business.

      He kicked a small rock down the road, stuffing his hands deeper into his jacket pockets. Maybe this wasn’t the place for him after all. He’d come here looking for peace and a place to hide, but what he found was something else entirely. Too many eyes. Too many questions.

      Still, a strange pull tugged at him. He glanced down at the flyer in his pocket, reading the words. Local Author Reading – The Lonely Pen Bookstore – 7 p.m. next Thursday.

      A part of him wanted to crumple it up and toss it into the nearest trashcan. But something stopped him. Maybe it was the thought of people who didn’t know him as Colton Matthews, the Golden Arm, but just as another face in the crowd. Or maybe it was simply that he didn’t know what else to do.

      “One step at a time,” he muttered to himself, tapping the flyer against his palm before stuffing it back into his jacket. One step at a time.

      With a deep breath, Colton climbed in the SUV and headed back to his rented house by the lake, the sun dipping lower behind the mountains, leaving him alone with nothing but the quiet and his own thoughts for company.
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      As Colton left Spilled Milk, trying to find his way back to his house without using the maps app, he turned down the wrong road and there on the right, a weathered sign caught his eye. Blueberry Hill Animal Shelter. Dogs Welcome, People Tolerated.

      Before he could think it through, he turned into the gravel parking lot. Barking echoed from inside the low brick building and from the outdoor kennels where seven or eight dogs ran back and forth barking. A bell jingled as he pushed open the door into the waiting room of the vet’s office, wiping his palm on his jeans.

      A harried young woman juggled a phone and a stack of folders behind the counter. She held up one finger without looking at him, jotting notes while cradling the phone between her ear and shoulder.

      “Yes, Dr. Palmer can see your cat at four...” She dropped a folder, papers scattering across the floor. “Hold please.”

      Colton knelt to help gather the papers. When he handed them back, she smiled distractedly.

      “Thanks. Sorry about that. What can I help you with?”

      For once, someone didn’t recognize him. It was refreshing, he thought as he tugged the sleeve of his shirt down.

      “I’d like to look at the dogs?”

      “Through that door.” She pointed, already reaching for the phone again. “Take your time.”

      The kennels lined both walls of a long hallway. Some dogs rushed to the chain-link gates, tails wagging furiously. Others hung back, watching with wary eyes. A few ignored him completely, and one sat in the corner, staring at the wall.

      A woman in scrubs appeared, clipboard in hand. “Looking for anything specific?”

      “I...” Colton hesitated. He hadn’t planned on a pet. Hadn’t even known he wanted a dog until this moment. “Maybe an older dog? One that’s been here a while?” The words surprised him as much as they seemed to please her.

      “I know just the one.” She led him to the last kennel. “This is Daisy. Her owner passed away last year. She’s been adopted and returned three times. Too quiet, not playful enough, too old, sleeps too much.” She shrugged. “Some people treat animals like objects returning them when they’re too old or don’t meet their expectations. She’s a good dog. Daisy just wants someone to love her.”

      The medium-sized lab mix lay curled in the corner, a tiny bit of gray sprinkled across her muzzle. She faced the wall, not bothering to turn around when the kennel door creaked open.

      Colton crouched down, his knees popping. “Hey, sweet girl.”

      Daisy’s ear twitched but she remained still.

      “She doesn’t usually warm up to people right away,” the woman said softly.

      “That’s okay.” Colton settled cross-legged on the concrete floor. “I’ve got time.”

      The woman tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’ll leave you to it. If you want to look at another dog, I’ll be down the hall.”

      Minutes ticked by. He talked about nothing, his voice low. The weather, his new house, how quiet the mountains were compared to the city. How glad he was that the Range Rover he’d purchased came with four wheel drive, and how he hoped there would be snow this winter. Then when he was sure no one else was around, he told the dog how he worried that all he knew was baseball. What was he going to d0 with the rest of his life? His voice grew hoarse, but he kept talking.

      Finally, after what seemed like forever, Daisy’s tail gave one small thump against the floor.

      “There you are,” he whispered.

      She turned her head slightly, revealing one warm brown eye. Her tail thumped again.

      Colton’s throat closed up. How long had it been since anyone had looked at him without wanting something?

      An hour later, he pulled into PetSmart two towns over, Daisy sleeping on his backseat. He loaded the cart with everything he could think of - premium food, stainless steel bowls, rope toys, and the thickest orthopedic bed they had.

      When he returned to the car, Daisy was pressed against the door, trembling slightly. Her eyes darted between him and the store, as if afraid he was returning her.

      “Hey, girl.” He kept his voice soft, opening the back door slowly. “You’re safe now. We’re going home.”

      Her tail gave that same small thump, but this time, she inched closer, pressing her head against his hand.

      Back at his house, Colton dumped the bags in the kitchen. The click of Daisy’s nails on the hardwood made him smile.

      “Want to check out the neighborhood?” He grabbed the new leash, and her tail wagged, a bit more than before. It was a start.
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        * * *

      

      Jogging had always been Ally’s reset button, a way to find clarity when life felt overwhelming. And lately? Overwhelming seemed to be her default setting. The steady rhythm of her feet hitting the path grounded her as pine needles and decaying leaves perfumed each deep breath. Who would have ever thought that she’d be happy in such a small town? Sure, she missed the convenience, how close everything was, the plethora of grocery stores, but the rest? The traffic was the biggest thing she didn’t miss. Although, with tourists flooding into town to enjoy crisp fall weekends camping, looking at the Milky Way from spots up on the Parkway, and coming to gawk at the leaves, Ally decided she’d be happy once the tourists went home for the season.

      A hawk circled lazily on the currents overhead as she circled the lake for the second time. The debris from the fire next door had been cleared away, leaving a charred black spot on the earth. Brilliant reds and golds framed the tranquil water like nature’s own stained glass, the sunlight filtered through the canopy of leaves as she picked up her pace, ready to go home and take a long, hot shower.

      Here in Blueberry Hill, time moved differently. The mountains embraced the town like protective arms, and everyone knew their neighbors, and were pleasant to the vacation homeowners and tourists, knowing they provided a much-needed source of income. It was the kind of place where starting over felt possible. Where dreams of tiny houses and flower gardens didn’t seem quite so far-fetched.

      Rounding a bend in the path, Ally slowed as she spotted a guy leaning against an old oak tree. Tall and broad-shouldered, he stood with his hands deep in his jacket pockets, gazing out over the lake. At his feet, a scruffy dog sat patiently, gray muzzle raised to watch a flock of geese glide across the water. The man’s stillness, the way he seemed rooted to the spot like the ancient oak behind him, made her pause. Unlike the leaf-peeping tourists who flocked to Blueberry Hill each fall searching for the perfect Instagram photo, there was something lost about him. Maybe like recognized like?

      As she bent over, hands on her knees, breathing heavily, he turned, the intensity of his blue gaze catching her off guard as she took a step back. Beneath the rugged exterior, the dark hair falling across his forehead, and the strong jaw dusted with stubble, there was an unexpected gentleness in the way he patted the old dog.

      “Beautiful morning,” she said, pulling out her earbuds, taking in deep lungfuls of clean, mountain air. The dog leaned against the man making Ally take one more step back before she went down on one knee. “Well, hello,” she said to the old dog.

      He blinked, as if just noticing his surroundings. “Is it?” His voice was deep, with a hint of wariness that matched his guarded stance.

      Taken aback, she turned her attention to the dog who was regarding her with wise brown eyes. “And who’s this sweet girl?”

      “Daisy,” he said after a moment, voice softening. “Adopted her today. The lady working there said no one wanted an older dog.”

      “Their loss.” Ally scratched behind Daisy’s ears, smiling as the dog leaned into her touch with a contented sigh. “The older ones have the sweetest souls.” She straightened, wiping her palms on her running tights. “I’m Ally.”

      For a moment the guy hesitated like he was weighing his options before he said, “Colton.”

      She wiped an arm across her brow. “You bought the glass house? I noticed the realtor’s sign came down last week.”

      His shoulders tensed, the navy T-shirt stretching across his chest. “Yeah.”

      “My mom and I live in the cottage across the lake.” She pointed. “The one with the red roof.” For some reason he looked familiar, but Ally wouldn’t have forgotten meeting such a good-looking guy, even if he was the broody type.

      “The one with the apple trees?”

      “That’s us.” She smiled, pleased he’d noticed the orchard. “Welcome to the lake. There’s only one other full-time homeowner, the rest are second homes or rentals so it’s pretty quiet around here.”

      “That’s how I like it.” His expression softened slightly. “Appreciate the welcome. You’re the first person to say that without asking for an autograph.” He cringed, almost as if he hadn’t meant to say it.

      Ally cocked her head. “Sorry, should I know who you are?”

      For the first time, a genuine smile crossed his face. “No. And that’s exactly how I’d like to keep it.”
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        * * *

      

      The line at the post office moved at its usual glacial pace as Mr. Henderson debated the merits of various stamp designs with Martha behind the counter. Tara shifted from foot to foot, not really in a hurry but too restless to stand still. The warm sunlight streamed through the windows, catching dust motes in its golden beams.

      Behind her, Susan Miller’s voice carried through the small space. The town realtor never met a piece of gossip she didn’t like to share. “You won’t believe who bought the Palmer place on the lake.”

      “Do tell,” urged Betty Wilson, who worked at the library. Their voices dropped to that particular pitch that small-town gossips used when sharing particularly juicy news.

      “Remember that baseball player? The one who was so good and then was injured in that horrible skiing accident? My Harold loves baseball. He was the one who told me he saw him driving through town.” Susan’s voice practically vibrated with excitement. “Colton Matthews. Paid cash for the place.”

      Betty gasped appropriately. “I remember reading about that in People magazine. Such a shame. That fella was at the top of his game.”

      “That’s the one. His model ex-girlfriend left him right after. Guess he’s hiding out here until the dust settles. But why would he move here? Not like he knows anyone.” Susan frowned flicking a piece of nonexistent lint off her cranberry sweater, then continued speculating about their newest resident.

      Tara kept her expression neutral as she collected her mail. A former Major League player in Blueberry Hill? That would certainly shake things up around town. She and Ally had wondered who bought the beautiful glass house across the lake. It was awfully big for one guy. He didn’t know anyone here, Susan had said, so why would he move here? Blueberry Hill wasn’t exactly easy to get to, unless you were looking for it, you’d never know it sat tucked away in the Blue Ridge mountains.

      By the time Tara arrived at the cottage, the aroma of Ally’s fajitas cooking in the oven filled the air. “Smells good in here.” She left her keys on the table by the door. Her daughter sat at the kitchen table, laptop open and papers spread across the weathered wood surface.

      Ally looked up from her work, glasses perched on top of her head. “How was the traffic?”

      “Busy. People coming in for the weekend.” Tara set the mail on the counter and pulled out a chair. “There’s some interesting news about our new neighbor.”

      “Oh?” Ally’s fingers stilled on her keyboard.

      “Apparently, the guy who bought the Palmer place is Colton Matthews.” At her daughter’s blank look, Tara smiled. Ally didn’t care for camping or sports. “He’s a former Major League Baseball player. They called him the Golden Arm.”
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