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A heartwarming tale of second chances and the healing power of coming home.

Nestled in the countryside on the outskirts of Lake Unami, Little Flower Ranch is more than just a patch of land—it’s Addie Martin’s whole world. Her dogs, goats, and horses, both rescued and boarded, know her better than most people do. A life built with grit and rooted in compassion. Until Addie’s peaceful life is thrown into turmoil by a man from her past, with a government notice that threatens to take it all away.

Henry Price never planned to come back to Red Gate Farm, but after losing his job and his sense of purpose, the old homestead near Lake Unami calls him back to the place where he grew up surrounded by love and family. But the simpler life may not be so simple when your family introduces you to a woman who has troubles of her own.

Lake Unami has its own quiet magic, the kind that works through neighbors, animals, and special guardians. As Addie and Henry navigate old wounds and new beginnings, they’ll discover that sometimes the smallest towns hold the biggest miracles... especially when it comes to matters of the heart.
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This story is dedicated to those who thought they had a road map for life and found themselves on a detour. As I told my son at a young age, when he feared getting lost while driving somewhere unfamiliar, all roads lead somewhere.

To Pete, my beloved husband and biggest supporter. God placed you in my life when I was on such a detour and didn’t know where those roads led to.

To Kim, Mikaelah, and Noemi, my Beta Readers. Thank you for all your input. I truly appreciate you.

To Cocoa, Carrie, Rebel, and Apache. You are all long gone from this earth, but live on in my memories.

To all my readers, I thank you for your continued support and encouragement. 

To my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Even when those roads seemed blocked, you lifted me up and around them. 
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HENRY PRICE STOOD WITH his hands in his pockets, staring at the old farmhouse on the outskirts of Lake Unami. Finger-like bones of creeping vines crawled up the façade, clinging to the white boards. The downstairs windows had been boarded up, though the second level had a broken glass pane in one of the windows. They reminded him of gaping holes like eyes with no lids, especially the ones above opposite wings from the center connecting the two. Under the matching windows above, a faded red door was blocked by unchecked foliage and built-up piles of detritus from fallen leaves and branches.

It never ceased to amaze him how quickly land would reclaim structures after the people were gone. Had it been five, no, six years since he’d last been here? At that time, his grandmother had just passed. 

Once, this had been a place of life. Since the 1840s, his family had lived in the old farmhouse, working the land. Over the years, they’d added a frame house for laborers. A multitude of outbuildings. A small stable for draft horses, a dairy with cow stanchions, a pig pen, a chicken coop, and a big barn used as a workshop and storage. Out back was a corn crib and an ice house.

Henry recalled summer days sneaking into the always cool, mostly submerged stone structure. Blocks of ice had been harvested from the pond, but he couldn’t resist sneaking in when he was supposed to do chores. 

Breathing deeply, he could almost smell the hickory or applewood that emanated from the smokehouse near the woodshed. 

Bang!

He stutter-stepped back when the faded red gate hanging from one hinge caught the breeze and slammed against the peeling white, well, gray, picket fence. Eying the shabby pointed boards, he wondered if he could find a Ben Rogers and convince him that painting the slats would be fun. 

Henry wiped his brow with a sleeve. The tips of his ears were likely to get sunburn if he kept standing here. June in New Jersey was unpredictable, and even with the wind blowing, today’s temperatures hovered around 80 degrees, but the humidity made it feel like 90. 

Carefully, he picked his way over the cracked and heaved walkway leading to the porch. He eyed the stairs, then tested the first step with his foot. It was solid, and thankfully so were the rest. The floorboards creaked but held his weight as well. 

“Here goes nothing,” he muttered and put the large ornate key into the keyhole, and after only a few wiggles, it turned. With a silent prayer that the inside wasn’t as bad as it was outside, he grabbed the cast-iron door handle and pressed the thumb latch. He gave it a push. Nothing. The latch seemed to be working. Henry put a shoulder to it, and with a harder shove, the door gave in, and he went sprawling on the foyer’s wood floor.

Henry rolled onto his back. Great. He winced, climbed back to his feet, and wandered down the hallway where circa 1960s wallpaper was peeling in places. 

His great-grandmother had hung the vibrant orange and yellow flowers well before he’d been born, and his grandparents never took the time to change it. Saying it was enough work to keep the house and farm running, decorating was a luxury.

The practicality of his grands made Henry smile on the way to the kitchen, the heart of the home. 

He leaned against the archway, gazing into the room where the old chrome and Formica table sat, surrounded by red vinyl chairs. Frozen in time, but for the dust, it looked the same. Grandma Price never saw the need to upgrade, even after her mother passed. Even after Cooper, Henry’s father, gave her a dishwasher for Christmas the year before he died. She never used it. No, the farmhouse sink was all she needed. 

“It’s a perfectly fine and workable kitchen,” She told all the grand and great-grandkids when they’d come to visit. “Washing dishes by hand teaches you to be patient and mindful.”

Henry was never a visitor like his cousins; he lived here, it’s where he’d grown up. Dad was a single father after Henry’s mother left. Farm life wasn’t for her. She never even contacted Henry when his father passed. 

But for his father, it was a way of life. He and his grandparents raised Henry here. They taught him everything he needed to know about the land. How to keep things going. Dad tried to pass the love of farm life down to Henry. But back then, he thought he was more like his mother, that farming life wasn’t for him. 

After high school, he left the farm to study journalism. Luck was on his side, and he scored a position in the newsroom at a national paper. 

What a laugh. He should have been born a hundred years ago. The rapid decline of the industry, especially after the pandemic, then the final blow last month had left him without a job. 

When Grandma passed in her late nineties, she’d left Red Gate Farm to him. His cousins were great. No one questioned the fact that he was the primary beneficiary. Luckily, with his small inheritance, including this house and property, and some savvy investments, he’d been able to build a respectable nest egg. 

They say you can’t go home, but yep, you could when your career folds and all that’s left of your life is a broken-down farm in nowhere New Jersey. He walked over and slumped into his usual spot at the table. “What am I going to do with this place?” 

He didn’t know where to begin. Then his pity party was interrupted by a memory.

“Henry George Price.” Great-grandma Thérèse wiped her hands on the ruffled apron she always wore. “The Good Lord gave you a brain and two hands. Trust in Him. He’ll set you on the right path.”

Well, he’d wandered off that path for sure. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d thought about God, much less listened to Him. Henry buried his face in his hands and, for the first time since he was a boy, he cried.
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“I’M SORRY, ADDIE.” Louis Seawell handed her an envelope. “Economic development is deemed a benefit to the community.”

“A land grab?” Addie Martin stared at the papers in her hand. “So private developers can just decide they want my property and it’s done? Do I have recourse?”

“It’s called eminent domain.” He shook his head and opened the door to his car. “And unfortunately, no. In 2005, the Supreme Court expanded the definition of public use to include economic development, even if the property is transferred to a private company.” Louis climbed into the driver’s seat. “Once again, I’m sorry. I know this is tough, but New Jersey is growing, and farmland like this, here, so close to the cities, is prime for housing needs, schools, parks, and other infrastructure. You’ll find all the details there, including the compensation.” 

With her arms dangling at her sides, she watched the man she’d once thought she’d marry, now a lawyer for New Horizon Properties LLC, drive to the entrance of the property, then wait for the gate to open, and pull out. 

The breakup was actually mutual. Basically, he told her she wasn’t good enough. Or what an up-and-coming attorney needed. Funnily enough, at the time, she’d not been devastated but practically relieved. Addie had realized that he didn’t really like her animals, so though it stung a bit, she’d easily moved on. She’d been surprised when three months ago he turned up on her doorstep to invite her to dinner—a dinner she refused. Nothing had changed. Nothing would. They were the same people, so no sense in revisiting the past. He stomped away and slammed the car door before spinning his tires to leave.

She gazed out over the fields where the horses grazed. Some were hers, several of which she’d thought would live out their lives in peace after a hard life of work. Others belonged to boarders, mostly second-generation, who’d called Little Flower Ranch home for years and helped pay the bills.

Everything looked lush this time of year. The colors of spring were past. Lilac, forsythia, and dogwood had given way to a variety of greens. Maples, oaks, and beech trees covered the hills in the early blush of summer. Sadly, the bones of dead ash trees, killed by an invasive species, stuck out gray against the others.

“Hey, Addie,” called Emily, one of those long-time boarders. She’d come to work at Little Flower a few years ago on her days off from Rainbow Sprinkles. The extra job helped offset the expensive privilege of owning a horse.

Addie turned and spotted the young woman standing on the bottom rung of the white fence, her ever-present bandana flapping in the wind. 

“I’m done mucking the stalls. What’s next?”

Shoving the papers into the back pocket of her jeans, Addie walked to the fence, putting her arms on the top rail, and letting her chin rest on them. “I think we’re done for today.”

Emily climbed up and perched next to her. “You okay, Addie?”

This wasn’t the first time she’d hit an obstacle, but God, it hurt so much. Closing her eyes, a tear escaped. “Not really.”

A hand settled on her back. “What’s wrong?” When she didn’t respond right away, Emily got down and wrapped her arms around Addie, pulling her away from the fence and into a comforting embrace.

At twenty-one, Emily was an old soul in many ways. She’d come to love her like family. 

The two women clung to each other until Addie stepped back. She crossed her arms and peered over Emily’s shoulder at the field and pond behind the big red barn. “Remember, I told you a while back that a law firm approached me about the property?”

“I do.” Emily’s brow furrowed. “You told them you weren’t interested in selling.”

“I did. Have you ever heard of eminent domain?” 

“That’s where the government can take your property. My mom knew a family in Staten Island who lost their horse farm to a major highway.”

Addie pulled the envelope from her pocket. “Add me to the list. I’ve been served.”

Emily took the envelope and scanned the document. “This can’t be right. How can they just kick someone off their land? It’s not fair!”

“Life’s not fair, Em, and it happens
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