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Chapter 1 – The House on Willow Lane
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The first thing Marry noticed about the inn was the silence.

Not peaceful silence. Not comforting silence.

The kind that settled into old wood and empty rooms after years of being forgotten.

She stood at the edge of the gravel driveway with her hands buried deep inside the pockets of her coat, staring at the three-story building looming beneath a cloudy October sky. Paint peeled from the faded green shutters. One side of the porch sagged visibly. Ivy climbed stubbornly across stone walls cracked by time and weather.

And somehow, despite all of it, the place still felt beautiful.

Or maybe desperate was the better word.

The sign near the road leaned sideways:
Willow Lane Inn
The lettering had nearly disappeared beneath age.

Marry exhaled slowly.

“So this is my terrible life decision,” she muttered to herself.

The wind answered by throwing cold leaves directly into her face.

“Perfect.”

She dragged her suitcase up the crooked walkway while balancing a cardboard tray carrying two coffees and a paper bag full of pastries from the bakery she’d stopped at twenty miles back. Her boots scraped against uneven stone as she climbed the porch steps carefully.

The front door stuck halfway open before finally jerking inward with a loud groan.

Dust floated through weak sunlight.

The entry hall smelled like cedar, old fabric, and abandonment.

Marry stepped inside slowly.

The inn had once been beautiful in the kind of deliberate, handcrafted way modern luxury hotels tried desperately to imitate. Wide wooden beams crossed the ceiling. A massive stone fireplace dominated the sitting room. Tall windows overlooked rolling countryside now washed gray beneath autumn rain.

Everywhere she looked, she saw potential.

A dining room full of candlelight.
Fresh bread cooling beside the kitchen windows.
Guests laughing over wine late into the evening.
A home.

The thought startled her more than it should have.

For years, home had meant cramped city apartments she barely slept in between restaurant shifts. Stainless steel kitchens. Noise. Heat. Pressure. Constant movement.

Not this.

Never this.

Her phone buzzed.

She already knew who it was before checking.

Vanessa.

Marry stared at the screen until the call stopped ringing.

A second later, a text appeared.

Still think this whole countryside breakdown is temporary. Call me when reality returns.

Marry locked the phone immediately.

“Nope,” she whispered into the empty room. “Absolutely not today.”

She moved deeper into the inn instead.

The kitchen sat toward the back of the building, separated from the dining space by a swinging door that barely remained attached to its hinges. Marry pushed inside and immediately froze.

The room was enormous.

Industrial ovens lined one wall, ancient but salvageable. Copper pans still hung above the prep counters beneath layers of dust. Shelving filled with forgotten jars and old recipe books stretched toward the ceiling.

For the first time in months, something inside her loosened.

Cooking had once felt like love.

Then somewhere between investors, critics, eighteen-hour shifts, and the exhausting need to prove herself constantly, it had started feeling like survival instead.

Here, standing in this ruined kitchen, she remembered why she had fallen in love with food in the first place.

Not performance.

Connection.

Warmth.

Care.

She walked slowly across the room, brushing her fingers against the countertop.

“I can fix this,” she said quietly.

“You can’t.”

The voice behind her made her jump hard enough to nearly drop the coffees.

A woman stood in the kitchen doorway.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Dark curls tied loosely at the back of her neck. A heavy brown work jacket covered in sawdust hung open over a black thermal shirt. She carried a metal toolbox in one hand and looked entirely unimpressed by Marry’s existence.

Her eyes moved calmly around the kitchen before landing back on Marry.

“At least not quickly.”

Marry blinked.

“Oh. Jesus. You scared me.”

“You left the front door open.”

“I thought the place was empty.”

“It isn’t.”

The woman stepped fully into the room.

Up close, she looked even more intimidating. Not because she seemed aggressive—if anything, she appeared almost painfully calm—but because she carried herself with complete certainty. Every movement felt deliberate.

Grounded.

Marry suddenly became aware she was still clutching pastries like a confused raccoon.

“You must be...” She searched her memory. “Shanice?”

The woman stared at her.

“No.”

“Shannon?”

“No.”

“Okay, definitely started with an S.”

“Shandiz.”

Right.

The carpenter.

The one the realtor had recommended after warning her the inn required “significant structural attention.”

Which apparently translated to:
everything is broken and you may have accidentally purchased a haunted pile of wood.
Marry offered an awkward smile.

“Sorry. Long drive.”

Shandiz nodded once, apparently accepting exhaustion as a reasonable excuse for forgetting someone’s name.

“I’m here to inspect the foundation damage and start estimates.”

Marry held up the coffees instinctively.

“I have extra caffeine as a peace offering.”

Something flickered briefly across Shandiz’s expression.

Not quite amusement.

But close.

She took one coffee carefully.

“Thanks.”

Silence settled between them.

Marry hated silence.

“So,” she said quickly, “how bad is it?”

Shandiz looked around the kitchen.

“The floor slopes.”

“I noticed that.”

“The pipes are original.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“It is.”

Shandiz moved toward the far wall, crouching near exposed wood beneath the sink. She pressed her fingers against the beams thoughtfully.

“There’s moisture damage here too.”

Marry leaned against the counter.

“Give it to me honestly.”

Shandiz stood again.

“Honestly?”

“Yes.”

“The inn needs months of work before it’s safe to fully reopen.”

The words hit harder than Marry expected.

“Months?”

“At minimum.”

“I was hoping for six weeks.”

“That’s not realistic.”

Marry crossed her arms.

“You haven’t even finished looking around yet.”

“I don’t need to.”

That irritated her instantly.

“Oh, confident.”

“Experienced.”

“Same thing with better marketing.”

For the first time, Shandiz’s mouth twitched slightly upward.

Tiny.

Almost invisible.

But definitely real.

Marry noticed immediately.

Dangerous face, she thought.

Very dangerous face.

Shandiz walked toward the doorway again.

“I’ll check the upstairs.”

“Wait.”

Shandiz paused.

“You’re seriously telling me the entire building is basically collapsing?”

“I’m saying whoever owned this place before ignored maintenance for years.”

Marry sighed dramatically.

“I knew I should’ve bought the smaller property.”

“You wouldn’t have liked the smaller property.”

The certainty in Shandiz’s voice caught her off guard.

“And you know that because?”

“You looked at this place like you already lived here.”

Marry opened her mouth.

Closed it again.

That was... uncomfortably accurate.

Shandiz disappeared upstairs before she could respond.



Three hours later, Marry sat cross-legged on the dining room floor surrounded by paperwork, receipts, renovation plans, and increasingly terrifying budget calculations.

Rain hammered steadily against the windows.

From somewhere upstairs came the sound of drilling.

She should’ve felt overwhelmed.

Instead, she felt strangely awake.

Maybe because this disaster belonged entirely to her.

No investors.
No executive chef screaming over her shoulder.
No critics.
No pretending.
Just possibility.

She bit into a stale pastry while reviewing contractor estimates when footsteps descended the staircase.

Shandiz entered the dining room carrying a clipboard.

Marry looked up.

“How doomed am I?”

Shandiz considered the question seriously.

“Financially or structurally?”

“That bad, huh?”

“The roof needs partial replacement before winter.”

Marry groaned loudly and fell backward onto the floorboards.

“I hate adulthood.”

Shandiz stood over her silently for a moment.

Then:
“You bought an inn.”
“I was having a crisis.”

“That explains a lot.”

Marry laughed despite herself.

The sound surprised both of them.

Shandiz glanced away first.

Interesting.

Marry sat up again.

“So what happens now?”

“I send formal estimates tomorrow.”

“And then?”

“And then you decide whether you actually want to do this.”

Marry frowned slightly.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Shandiz rested the clipboard against her hip.

“Most people from the city buy places like this because they like the fantasy.” Her gaze drifted around the old dining room. “Then reality shows up.”

Something defensive rose immediately inside Marry.

“You don’t think I can handle it.”

“I don’t know you.”

“That’s basically the same thing.”

“No,” Shandiz said calmly. “It isn’t.”

The room fell quiet again.

Rain tapped softly against the windows.

Marry studied her carefully now.

There was no cruelty in Shandiz’s expression. No arrogance.

Just caution.

As if she trusted buildings more than people.

“You really love this kind of work, don’t you?” Marry asked suddenly.

Shandiz blinked once, clearly not expecting the question.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

A long pause followed.

Then:
“Because when something’s broken, you can usually tell why.”
The answer landed somewhere deeper than Marry expected.

Before she could respond, Shandiz checked the time on her phone.

“I should go.”

“Oh.”

Disappointment slipped into her voice accidentally.

Shandiz seemed to notice.

“I’ll come back tomorrow with the full repair plan.”

Marry stood.

“Right.”

They walked together toward the front door.

Outside, evening shadows stretched across the property. Rain had softened into mist, leaving the countryside wrapped in silver-gray fog.

Shandiz stopped beside an old pickup truck parked near the driveway.

“You should avoid using the west hallway upstairs,” she said. “Floor support’s weak.”

“Good to know.”

“And the fireplace shouldn’t be lit until the chimney’s inspected.”

“There goes my dramatic lonely-woman-in-an-old-inn aesthetic.”

That almost-smile appeared again.

Small.

Quick.

Gone too fast.

Marry wanted irrationally to earn another one.

Shandiz opened the truck door.

Then paused.

“You really going to do this?”

Marry looked back at the inn.

The crooked porch.
The cracked windows.
The impossible amount of work ahead.
For a moment, fear pressed hard against her ribs.

Then she imagined walking away.

And somehow that felt worse.

“Yes,” she said quietly.

Shandiz studied her for another second before nodding once.

“Okay.”

Not encouragement.

Not approval.

But something close.

She climbed into the truck and drove away down the gravel road, disappearing slowly into gathering dusk.

Marry remained standing outside long after the headlights vanished.

The inn creaked softly behind her in the wind.

Huge.
Broken.
Waiting.
She smiled despite the fear curling through her stomach.

“Alright,” she whispered to the building.

“Let’s ruin my life properly.”
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Chapter 2 – Sawdust and Cinnamon
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By the third morning, the inn no longer felt abandoned.

It felt loud.

Not with people.

With work.

Hammering echoed through the dining room before sunrise. Floorboards groaned under movement upstairs. The scent of fresh-cut wood drifted through hallways alongside dust, paint, and old plaster.

Marry stood in the kitchen wearing leggings, thick socks, and an oversized sweater dusted with flour while batter dripped slowly from a whisk in her hand.

The renovation had officially begun.

Which meant chaos had officially moved in.

“Okay,” she muttered to herself, studying the row of half-finished pastries on the counter. “These either become genius-level cinnamon pear danishes or biological weapons.”

From somewhere beyond the kitchen came the sharp sound of drilling.

Followed by silence.

Then more drilling.

Marry smiled unconsciously.

Shandiz had arrived forty minutes ago and had spoken exactly six words since entering the building.

“Morning.”

“Coffee smells good.”

And:
“Watch the loose stair.”
That was it.

Not rude.

Just... economical.

Meanwhile, Marry had apparently decided silence was a personal enemy.

She moved around the kitchen while music played softly from her phone resting near the sink. Old jazz filled the room as she kneaded dough aggressively.

And sang.

Badly.

“Dream a little dreeeeam of me—”

She stopped suddenly.

Was that footsteps?

Silence.

Then the steady rhythm of sanding resumed from the dining room.

Marry narrowed her eyes toward the doorway.

“She definitely heard that.”

The realization should’ve embarrassed her.

Instead, it made her weirdly amused.



The dining room looked entirely

























































































































































































	flour dusted across Shandiz’s knuckles 

	the scent of cedar lingering on her clothes 

	the faint scar near her wrist 

	how close they were standing 
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